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Abstract  
 Beyond Mimesis, Place, Interpretation and Response. 
 
My study examines the subjective nature of artistic interpretation through the notion 
of mimesis as process or transformation of material. Influential factors that mediate in 
the artistic process, such as memory, reflection and an awareness of cultural analogy 
and metaphor, are examined and related to a specific project in the studio, where the 
mediation process is further influenced by the materials used to produce the images. 
 
My studies of the concept of mimesis have revealed an intermediary realm that exists 
in the space between empirical reality and its interpretation. Throughout history the 
process of mimesis has been integral to all forms of the arts. In Plato's time the 
production of an image that simulated things as they appeared to the eye was 
considered a desired ideal. Aristotle later introduced developments which extended 
this concept to include a refiguring or reforming of material derived from the original 
source, making new connections between existing factors and in this transformation 
bringing new meanings to a symbolically constituted world. This discussion of the 
representation of reality, the influence of a dialogue between notions of imitation and 
the recreation of material continues throughout the exegesis. My study emphasises 
the interpretive stage of the mimetic process where a consideration of these themes is 
most relevant and some of the factors that can influence its outcome. 
 
It is my opinion that the production of images in response to the particularities of 
place can be defined in three stages. Firstly, the experience of the place; secondly, the 
beginning and maturation of the idea or concept; where mimesis takes place, and 
thirdly, the production of the art work in response. This process is illustrated in Part 2 
of the exegesis, where the development of the studio work is documented and linked 
with the themes discussed in Part 1.  
 
 The geographic site or place I selected to study is adjacent to Mt. Noorat, a volcanic 
site in the Western district of Victoria; the surrounding plains are littered with scoria 
that has been thrown out of the volcano thousands of years ago. Early British, 
Scottish and Irish settlers to this region used the stone to construct fences reminiscent 
of their homeland, through this activity they cleared the land and confined and 
protected their stock.  My interests are in factors that include - the material of the 
stone, notions of enclosure and safety, of boundaries and circumscribed space, and of 
the cultural reflection that has taken place in this reconstruction of Eurocentric vision. 
 viii
   ix
These walls also represent the means by which land was enclosed and property 
defined, moving from a situation of public access to notions of ownership and the 
annexation of land for individual gain. 
 
Around each point of eruption, the craggy volcanic scoria has been used to create a 
constructed landscape which both symbolises and mirrors the Anglo - Celtic origins 
of the people. I have used the legend of Narcissus to illustrate the self-reflective and 
introspective processes that the settlers invoked in their attempts to come to terms 
with a strange land. I consider that the story of Narcissus, who fell in love with his 
own reflection, finds a parellel in the creation of the walls. The re-creation of artifacts 
from their own cultural environment provided the settlers with a familiar 'face' in an 
alien world; a reassurance of the familiar in an unfamiliar terrain.  
 
Part of this study is an investigation of this notion of landscape as cultural reflection. 
Geographers have long known that landscape is a cultural construct, an historically 
evolving ideal manifested in painting, prints and drawings as well as poetry, gardens 
and parks. One can view these constructions as illustrations or images of meaning 
which constitute representations of cultural ideals. The neo-classical influence 
reflected in the paintings of artists who accompanied the early expeditions to 
Australia demonstrates these themes.  
 
The medium of the mirror provides the opportunity to suggest aspects of a cultural 
reflection and an awareness of identity that has relevance to contemporary Australian 
culture, therefore, I have allowed it to play a major role throughout this study. Its role 
in mimesis, firstly, as a reflection in an imitative sense is established, then in its 
refigurative role, in which the similarities between the original and the reformed rely 
more on correlative factors than representation. I have used examples from the history 
of art to illustrate this potential. The formation and development of a narrative 
involving reflection threads throughout the thesis, both in the visual presentation and 
in the exegesis.  The production of a body of paintings, drawings and sculpture reflect 
my interpretation and response to the particular site. The correspondences between 
these works and my theoretical concerns is articulated in the exegesis. 
 
The metaphor implied by the use of the walls as agents of enclosure also refers to the 
capacity of the individual to be confined by notional boundaries and restrictive 
practices where totalising systems of thought dominate theoretical debate and restrict 
its freedom. I have used images where gaps in the walls represent the potential 
implicit to the concept of liminal space, where the spectator moves from one physical 
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space to another and from one stage of development to another. The threshold of this 
opening in the walls becomes the site where transformation can take place, a 
metaphor for the mimetic process where the initial experience is translated and 
transformed into the final product. 
 
The paintings, drawings and other works in this series fulfil the role of marks on the 
surface of the mirror, separating the initial experience from the processes of memory, 
reflection and speculation. The works draw attention to the materiality that they 
represent and yet provide the opportunity for new insights and experiences, allowing 
the subjective nature of artistic activity to combine symbolic elements relating to the 
site, resulting in the production of meaning.  
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Summary  
 
Noela Stratford 
Beyond Mimesis: Place, Interpretation and Response 
Doctor of Philosophy 
Supervisor: Dr Jocelyn Dunphy-Blomfield 
 
 
My study examines the way that representations of reality have been affected by 
subjective factors relating to memory, speculation and the artist's personal 
interpretation of the culture. This is articulated through a study of mimesis, a concept 
that was categorized by Plato as the means through which an artist reproduced the 
appearance of things and which Aristotle extended to include a description of the 
artist as a maker or creator of objects, stories and poetry.  I have used it here to 
represent the process of re-creation or transformation of material, where the artist 
presents new insights and perceptions relating to the original, rather than an imitation 
of appearances. 
 
In Part 1 of this exegesis I have reviewed the work of artists that I consider to be 
significant in the history of representation and linked these with changes in the 
concept of mimesis. In each historical period factors relating to perceptions of reality 
and the way it can be depicted has varied considerably. 
 
In Part 2, this discussion is extended to include contemporary artists and focusses on 
corresponding factors between their work and my own. I have examined my response 
to a particular landscape and built a narrative that follows the production of a series of 
paintings, drawings, sculptures and photographs that demonstrate a visual 
interpretation of the meaning I have ascribed to this place. This meaning is related to 
the shapes and forms of the dry stone walls of Western Victoria which establish 
territory and provide sanctuary or protection from unknown forces. These walls 
utilize craggy volcanic scoria to create a constructed landscape which both 
symbolizes and mirrors the Anglo - Celtic origins of the settlers, factors which are 
symbolised in the artworks. 
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Introduction 
 
This thesis addresses some central problems of representation. I propose to discuss 
them in terms of the Greek word mimesis as expressing the subjective nature of 
artistic interpretation.  I have approached this project with the aim of clarifying issues 
that are of importance to my own art practice, examining them within an historical 
perspective and marking the points at which my work intersects with the work of 
other contemporary artists. The principlal aim of my project is to examine the 
subjective nature of artistic interpretation and the way this response is translated into 
results in the studio. 
  
 Although there is a recognised tradition of art historians writing about art works and 
their production, a personal, analytical account of the process by the artist is less 
commonly encountered, it has the advantage of highlighting some of the issues that 
are integral to the process of producing the work,  as seen in the notebooks of 
Leonardo and the letters of van Gogh. The writing and letters of such artists as 
Cezanne, Matisse, Mondrian, Malevitch, Klee, Kandinsky, Breton, and Newman have 
exerted considerable influence on artists of succeeding generations. More recently, 
the artists Joseph Beuys and the Australian Ian Burn must be listed amongst those 
who have added their valuable contribution to our experience of an art that is 
contemporary to this period. 
 
My initial interest in mimesis began with a search for a definition of the processes I 
had observed in others and in which I was personally involved through my art 
practice. Historically, the representation of 'reality' has been influenced by many 
factors and a more informed understanding of these will contribute much to my 
perception of my role as an artist. 
 
Superficially, mimesis  is used as a term for imitative practices. However, my 
research uncovers the more profound meaning that relates very closely to the 
processes involved in the production of art, where mimesis involves the reforming or 
transformation of material, communicating aspects of the original stimulus but 
through analogy rather than imitation. To move 'beyond mimesis' is to move beyond 
the process which results in the production of the object. Much of my discussion of 
the contrasting views of mimesis concerns the relationship between Plato's concept of 
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mimesis as the imitation of appearances1 and Aristotle's definition of mimesis as an 
'expression'; where the poet creates something new, becoming a 'maker' rather than an 
imitator of appearances.2 A discussion of the way that this dialogue has influenced the 
development of representative practices and the way they are viewed historically 
extends the theoretical component of the thesis.  
    
 My study is in two parts. In Part 1, the discussion of mimesis proper,  I will examine 
some of the mediating factors that are integral to and influence artistic production. A 
direct confrontation with elements of the natural world evokes a response that is as 
much influenced by factors of reflection, memory and speculation as it is by 
perception and immediate visual experience. In this section I will show how these 
factors affect the choices an artist makes when confronted with the question of the 
interpretation of sensory material. This discussion extends the notion of research to 
encounters that are common to art history, philosophy, literature, geography and 
studio art practice and leads into the exegesis of my own artistic production.            
 
Part 11, as exegesis, relates to the practical work and takes the form of a narrative 
which originates in a consideration of factors that initiate a response then moves to 
examine the process of production in the discussion of both stimulus and making of 
the art work. My description of the processes of interpretation in the first part moves 
beyond the mimetic space where these systems operate to the description, in the 
second, of the final art objects — the paintings, drawings and sculptures that 
comprise the visual component of my thesis. 
 
At the beginning of his book, Vision and Painting, Norman Bryson narrates this 
anecdote, told by the Roman writer Pliny, of the competition between Zeuxis the 
painter and one of his rivals, Parrhasius. 
...Zeuxis produced a picture of grapes so dexterously 
represented that birds began to fly down to eat from the painted 
vine. Whereupon Parrhasius designed so lifelike a picture of a 
curtain that Zeuxis, proud of the verdict of the birds, requested 
that the curtain should now be drawn back and the picture 
displayed. When he realised his mistake, with a modesty that did 
him honour, he yielded up the palm, saying that whereas he had 
                                                 
1 Plato: The Republic,Book x, 595-8, in E.Hamilton, and H. Cairns eds 1961, The 
Collected Dialogues of Plato, Including the Letters, Bollingen Series LXX1, 
Princeton University Press, New Jersey. 
2 Aristotle : The Poetics  in W.Hamilton Fyfe, 1966, Aristotle's Art of Poetry, Oxford 
University Press, Ely House, London. 
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managed to deceive only birds, Parrhasius had deceived an 
artist.3  
   
This description of the artistic ideal as absolute replication provides a good example 
of how the Platonic notion of the imitative function of the artist was transformed to 
the point where the aim was to reproduce an exact copy of the world, the closer that 
the image was to the original visual source, the more successful the venture. 
 
The effect that early values of imitation or resemblance have had on the history of 
artistic practice has been fundamental. The earliest mention of the term mimesis 
associates it with performance, dance and music. Until Plato interpreted it as the 
imitation of spiritual reality this version, connected to myth, allegory and ritual, 
prevailed. My focus on mimesis  as a governing agent in the representational process 
will relate to its position as an intermediate, transformative stage in the transition of 
material, moving between subject and object. Historically, two currents of Western 
thought have governed the understanding of mimesis, either the imitative or non-
imitative approach. Although the term is still used today in the Platonic context of 
imitation, its non-imitative aspect, as process or vehicle for content has been widely 
reconsidered and its role debated.  
 
Major twentieth century studies of mimesis start with the great work by Erich 
Auerbach: Mimesis, The Representation of Reality in Western Literature, first 
published in 1946 4. Auerbach's study reveals the way that the presentation and style 
of 'reality' in each work is affected by the social and cultural background of the 
writer. Auerbach observes that the way reality is presented in the ancient world, 
revived during the sixteenth and seventeenth century, had little relationship to the 
social forces and everyday life of the time. 
 As a result the boundaries of realism are narrow. And if we take 
the word realism a little more strictly, we are forced to conclude 
that there could be no serious literary treatment of everyday 
occupations and social classes — merchants, artisans, peasants, 
slaves - of everyday scenes and places...5
 
                                                 
3 Norman Bryson, 1983, Vision and Painting: The Logic of the Gaze, Macmillan 
Press Ltd., London, p.1. Bryson takes this story from Pliny, Natural History, Book 
xxxv, 64-6. 
4 Erich Auerbach, W.R.Trask, trans., 1974, Mimesis, The Representation of Reality in 
Western Literature, Princeton University Press, Princeton, New Jersey. 
5 Ibid, p. 31. 
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Auerbach's study suggests that major forces in history, such as the influence of 
Christian texts, changed the way realism was presented to the community leading to  
the forms of presentation we are familiar with in the twentieth century. This 
consideration of factors that have influenced presentations of an implied reality 
revived an interest in mimesis that has led to a greater articulation of its function.  
 
 In the 1930s, Walter Benjamin already advocated a return to modes of 
communication that go beyond imitation and establish relations between the original 
and the production, in the same way that preliterate cultures used mimicry, not to 
replicate the actual, but to recall it by a re-enactment of its essential being. He spoke 
of the function of mimesis as the means of conveying sensuous correspondences 
between the original and the result.6
 
 The philosopher Hans Georg Gadamer, in suggesting that antiquity holds the answer 
for questions about the unique character of works of art, points out that when a 
symbolic representation is presented in art it does not have to depend on realism or 
denotation, but on the connotations that direct our attention elsewhere into an act of 
recognition that aligns with our experience and knowledge of the world: 
In every work of art we encounter something like mimesis or 
imitatio. Naturally mimesis has nothing to do with the mere 
imitation of something that is already familiar to us. Rather, it 
implies that something is represented in such a way that it is 
actually present in sensuous abundance...7  
 
Mimesis also achieves prominence as an active principle of creativity in the 
philosopher Paul Ricoeur's Time and Narrative. 8 Again the deconstruction of texts 
previously thought to be governing principles, has revived interest in the question of 
mimesis and its role in the relationship between the subject and the object,  defining 
it as a linking mechanism between the two 'poles' of the creative process. In the 
introduction to his collection of essays on this topic, Mihai Spariosa writes of the 
need to revisit this vital link in the creative process: 
                                                 
6 Cf. Walter Benjamin, 'On the Mimetic Faculty', trans. E. Jephcott and K. Shorter, 
1978, One Way Street and Other Writings,  Harcourt Brace Jovanovitch,  New York, 
p. 160. 
7  Hans Georg Gadamer, trans. N. Walker, 1986, The Relevance of the Beautiful and 
Other Essays, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, p. 36. 
8 Paul Ricoeur, 1985, Time and Narrative, University of Chicago Press, Chicago, vol. 
1. 
 xv
   xvi
In the contemporary period, mimesis resurfaces with renewed 
vigour, but it is no longer an ally of the subject, or, for that 
matter, of the object; on the contrary, it becomes a means of 
atomising this relationship. And in order to understand this 
development we need to (re) turn to Antiquity, but go beyond 
Plato and Aristotle: the history of mimesis as imitation or 
representation... is only a part of the history of this concept in 
Western culture, be it its dominant part.9   
 
 Writers such as Arne Melberg10 and Jacques Derrida, described in Rodolfe Gasché,11 
have described mimesis variously as a stage of repetition, the point at which notions 
of similarity give way to the creative imagination of the artist and as a hinge joining 
two points of definition. In the sense that imitation in the arts becomes an impossible 
ideal, related more to transcription and the recording of events, a study of the 
changing application of the concept shows considerable development of the original 
Platonic description. 
 
The history of mimesis brings out a debate that appears and reappears throughout the 
history of Western representation. In Chapter 1, I have selected particular periods 
with which to illustrate this occurrence and its influence in governing the relationship 
between subject and object and have discussed some of the more influential studies in 
this field.  
 
 In Chapter 2, I move to the role of the materials and processes of painting in terms of 
their role as mediatory factors. An awareness of the medium through which a painting 
comes into being is essential to a full appreciation of its potential. The vehicle of 
paint, charcoal or pencil  manifests an aesthetic realm that separates and distances the 
viewer from the original subject matter and contributes to the search for schematic 
solutions. Mirrors can be used to establish a symmetrical relationship between the 
original and the reflection. Noting that Plato discusses the use of mirrors, I have 
contrasted the perceived ability of mirrors to reflect a homologous image with the 
impossibility of the replicatory project in painting, where the materiality of painting 
materials and processes prevents it from reaching the same goal. This chapter  
                                                 
9 Mihai Spariosu, ed., 1984, Mimesis in Contemporary Theory; An Interdisciplinary 
Approach, John Benjamin's Publishing, Philadelphia, pp. ii-iii.  
10 Cf. Arne Melberg, 1995, Theories of Mimesis, Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge. pp. 3-4,  
11  Cf. Rodolphe Gasché, 1986, The Tain of the Mirror: Derrida and the Philosophy 
of Reflection , Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Mass. p. 21. 
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investigates the notion of mirrors as a vehicle for the contemplation of these themes, 
drawing on examples from art history to illustrate the question. 
 
Although imitative ideals recurred in several periods throughout history, awareness of 
the construction of artifice in the arts was first recorded in the works of the Greek 
sophists, who constructed a complex interaction between layers of narrative. 
Philostratus acknowledged this process in his description of Narcissus admiring his 
reflection in the pool, using it as an instance of the complexities of representation.  
 
In the seventeenth century Diego Velasquez painted Las Meninas, a work I also 
discuss  in Chapter 2. This painting is a complex network of interconnected structures 
that explores the nature of representation. Michel Foucault described it as a 
demonstration of the artifice of the painter. Foucault's exploration of representative 
practices in The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences examines 
the way that cultural influences form the means by which we assimilate our 
experience of the world, in both a visual and experiential sense.12 This extends and 
informs my study of the role of mimesis in representation and its relevance to the 
interpretation of the world experienced by the artist. To illustrate this further, I then 
compare Velasquez's original painting of Las Meninas with Picasso's series of 
variations executed earlier this century, using the work as a means by which to 
demonstrate how changes in representative practices have affected the mimetic 
themes of imitation and re-creation. Picasso, Velasquez and Philostratus have all 
demonstrated an awareness of the artifice of the artistic process, manipulating aspects 
of reality to intensify the exchange between artist and viewer. 
 
Chapter 3 explores subjective factors relating to reflection, memory and speculation, 
where the personal or cultural perspectives of the artist influence the immediate 
perceptions of place. The philosophical concept of reflection is contrasted, and at the 
same time, blended with its broader implications, through the myth of Narcissus. In 
this section, notions of mimesis as imitation and repetition find an equivalent in the 
cycle of reflection and implied replication of the narcissistic image. This myth can 
also be seen as a metaphor for the self-conscious reflection of the Western mind and 
opens up the possibility of a subjective, psychological space for the representation of 
self-conscious thought. 
 
                                                 
12  Michel Foucault,1973, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human 
Sciences, Vintage Books, New York. 
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Leon Battista Alberti, writing in the early Renaissance, used the myth of Narcissus as 
a metaphor for painting; he proposed that the image of Narcissus reflected on the 
surface of the water equated the act of painting, where the artifice of the reflected 
image was reproduced in the process by which images were applied to a panel or 
wall.13 This use of the myth of Narcissus also suggests a more sophisticated 
understanding of the potential of painting to transform and transcend the literal world. 
The psychoanalyst Julia Kristeva has suggested that it is significant that the myth was 
first introduced, in the form we know it, at the beginning of the Christian era, and that 
this coincided with the junction of a belief in the Platonic sense of the world as 
existing outside the self and the development of an interior world of spiritual belief. 
My discussion devlops thiis suggestion in Chapter 3. 
 
Part 2 contains the narrative that addresses the paintings, drawings and sculpture  
produced in this study. Initially the sense of place, as it relates to landscape and the 
traditional relationships of land to identity is discussed. This concerns our 
psychological and physiological relationships to a place combined with an awareness 
of the use of analogy and cultural metaphor. The emphasis in my study is on the 
subjectivity involved in the mimetic interpretation of place. In this context 'place' 
relates to the region where I live and my interpretation of its characteristic features, 
rather than choosing one restricted geographic site and responding to it. I have used 
the dry stone walls which mark territory and define properties in this region as the 
vehicle for ideas relating to the cultivation of cultural and theoretical boundaries. The 
analogy between the fencing or marking of territory and the stone walls is compared 
with the use of the framing in the presentation of ideas, where the circumstances in 
which an idea is communicated affects its reception. The difficulty of finding an 
adequate visual language to express these factors is described and alternatives 
discussed. 
 
Throughout my narrative of production, I have introduced and discussed the work of 
other contemporary artists with whom I share the common interest in working with a 
particular place. A distinction can be made between looking at the work of other 
artists for its own intrinsic value, and for what it can offer in terms of the latent 
possibilities that it holds for the development of my work. The fact that some of the 
artists I study here have worked in a different medium from my own is not of 
particular concern to me. Looking at the work of artists, both in the present and past, 
has a cumulative effect, impinging upon the fringes of vision and insight, seeking 
                                                 
13 Leon Battista Alberti, 1966, John R. Spencer ed., On Painting, Yale University 
Press, New Haven and London, p. 64. 
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common ground to assist in the immediate interpretation. This influence may not be 
directly evident in a stylistic sense, but is derived from the artists' common interest in 
the task of finding meaning in their environment. 
 
The notion of landscape as the reflection of another world is discussed in Chapter 6. 
The manner in which neo-classical landscape ideals were brought to Australia with 
the first explorers and the effects that this influence has had on the settlement and 
development of the new world is discussed in this section. The prescriptive approach 
to landscape as a set of given principles has resulted in circumstances in which the 
landscape of the new world was shaped to meet them. As a descendant of Anglo-
Celtic settlers, coming to terms with the actions of my predecessors is vital to a more 
realistic adjustment to the environment in which I now live. My visit to the United 
Kingdom in 1992 accentuated my awareness of the moulding that was carried out on 
our landscape, shaping it to meet the needs of European animals and European 
farming methods. I see the stone walls of this region as symbols of this migration of 
ideas. The division of public land that had previously been accessible to all, into 
privately owned and protected property completely changed the balance of 
environmental factors that had been co-existing for thousands of years. 
  
In the works produced in this series, one of my aims has been to evoke the experience 
of  reflection, in which the artifacts from another world are reflected in the new.  I 
have used mirrored glass, wood and scoria stones to produce constructions that echo 
the visual movement of the stones along the crest of the walls and at the same time, to 
provide a metaphor for the history of the use of stone as a means of construction. In 
these works, the object reflected in the mirror is changed from a direct reproduction 
of the original to multiple echoes of its presence, distinguishing between simple 
mirroring and the reflective process.  
 
The walls can be seen as agents of enclosure; binding linear screens that divide one 
part of the land from another; one person's property from their neighbours.  Whilst 
they prevent our access to freedom, the image of an opening in the barrier can form a 
reference to passage, where one can reach the potential implicit to a new world. The 
walls also act as a metaphor for the boundaries of thought represented by totalising 
systems that threaten to smother potential challenges to their power. In this instance, 
the gaps allow for the application of a wider view; a more considered perspective. 
 
The depiction of gaps in the walls also emphasises the concept of liminal space, the 
threshold that symbolises the point at which the spectator moves from one physical 
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space to another, from one stage of development to another. The doorway frames the 
space through which we see, similar to the way that a picture frame determines the 
perimeters of the image and to the way that our facial expression affects the way 
verbal messages are received. The concept of liminal space has been traditionally 
used in the visual arts to convey a sense of threshold, marking the division between 
the place from which the viewer perceives and the room or landscape occupied by the 
perceived.  
 
In the production of these works, I have selected the key visual elements within the 
landscape, lifted them out of their usual context and placed them on my own ground; 
seeking the means to transmit my own values and concepts to the viewer rather than 
those tied to the landscape situation. Whilst retaining the symbol of the walls, it was 
necessary to remove any resemblances to the real land in which they exist. By 
eliminating these ties to reality the images can begin to take on an autonomy that 
allows them to speak their own message. 
 
I have found that a predominance of concern for critical opinion can cripple the 
potential for creative thought, preventing the development of images and restricting 
the free flow of ideas. As artists we need to be able to distance ourselves from this 
dialogue in order to leave a place for making art work. Once the production of the 
work is under way, the narratives of cultural theory and artistic intention can be 
linked and reinforced by analysis; the connections between theory and practice 
examined or ignored in turn.  This relationship is not one of illustration, where the 
initial ideas or themes behind the work are merely illustrated in the images, but one of 
alternating focus. In conversation with Michel Foucault, Gilles Deleuze describes a 
similar process, using the metaphor of the wall: 
Practice is a set of relays from one theoretical point to another, 
and a theory is a relay from one practice to another. No theory 
can develop without eventually encountering a wall, and 
practice is necessary for penetrating this wall.14  
 
The encounter of theory with the material practices of painting and drawing needs to 
develop in stages - each step contributing to a greater understanding and resolution of 
the project. Discussing the function of theory in the same conversation, Deleuze 
                                                 
14 Michel Foucault and Gilles Deleuze, 'Intellectuals and Power', Russell Ferguson, 
William Olander, Marcia Tucker and Karen Fiss eds, 1990, Discourses: 
Conversations in Postmodern Art and Culture, The New Museum of Contemporary 
Art and M.I.T. Press New York, p. 9. 
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stated that theories are like a box of tools, they must be useful and they must 
function, otherwise they are useless.  
... It is strange that it was Proust, an author thought to be a pure 
intellectual, who said it so clearly: treat my book as a pair of 
glasses directed to the outside; if they don't suit you, find 
another pair.15  
 
These are some of the themes explored in the studio. The narrative I have constructed 
describes the initial inspiration and production of sixteen works, discusses choices 
made and links with some of the themes I have outlined in Part 1. My interpretation 
of the landscape is facilitated by the materials used to produce the images, elements 
of composition, texture, colour and tone, that  constitute a language that links with 
artists of the past, in the same way that the concept of mimesis links with the 
deliberations of the ancient philosophers. Aristotle's description of the artist as a 
'maker', who 'reinvents life seen through his own personality',16  is still relevant to a 
consideration of making art today.   
 
The role of mimesis in this project is clear; the process by which the artist comes to 
present the art work, complete with influences of reflection, memory and speculative 
material, marks the transformation of original source material in the landscape and its 
history in this region, to the objects: the art works that comprise the exhibition that 
accompanies this exegesis.     
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
15 Ibid, p.11. 
16 W. Hamilton Fyfe, 1966, Aristotle's Art of Poetry, Oxford University Press, 
London, p. 1.  
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Part 1 
  
Mimesis — the Means 
 
  2 
 
Chapter 1 
Mimesis and History 
 
Nature creates similarities. One need only think of mimicry. The 
highest capacity for producing similarities, however, is man's. His 
gift for seeing resemblances is nothing other than a rudiment of the 
powerful compulsion in former times to become and behave like 
something else. Perhaps there is none of his higher functions in 
which his mimetic faculty does not play a decisive role.1  
 
Is mimesis only about mimicry? A definition of this ability to discern a resemblance 
between two disparate circumstances is difficult to reach. Is mimesis related principally 
to imitation in a direct sense or does it represent a more complex process that forms the 
connecting link between subject and object? A study of the character and significance 
of mimesis illuminates the gap in our understanding of the complexities and range of 
this concept. It plays a vital role in all avenues of human thought, is integral to every 
individual's response to the environment and to the manner in which that response finds 
expression. Throughout history mimesis has unfolded a spectrum of meanings that 
serve to exemplify the way it is understood to function; these have ranged from the 
production of imitation and similarity to a refiguring or reforming of material derived 
from the original. The development of mimesis as a transformative process allows for 
the possibility of making new connections between existing factors thereby providing 
new meanings within a symbolically constituted world. 
 
Mimesis has always been recognised as a theoretical problem. History reveals a record 
of disputes over the power to create worlds which represent the self and assist in an 
individual orientation and interpretation of the world. The task is to attempt to trace 
some of the connections and conjectures that have occurred in selected historical 
periods, to link varied perspectives on mimesis and to define relationships between 
them that contribute to and enrich the integral nature of mimesis in the creative process. 
 
In oral cultures where mimicry, imitation and resemblance were vital elements in the 
presentation and preservation of ideas and beliefs, mimesis played an extensive role in 
the ritual life of primitive societies, taking the form of the re-creation, through miming, 
of characteristics relating to the person, object or animal to be represented. By 
                                                 
1 Walter Benjamin,'On the Mimetic Faculty', trans. E. Jephcott and K. Shorter, 1978, 
One Way Street and Other Writings,  Harcourt Brace Jovanovitch, New York. p. 160. 
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establishing relations of similarity and correspondence to the original, messages were 
transmitted and cultural values confirmed.    
 
As Gebauer and Wulf summarise him, Plato formulated aspects of mimesis inherited 
from pre-literate cultures and transformed them into elements that contributed to the 
aesthetic sphere. He introduced discussion about the concept of mimesis as the 
intermediate process of translation that takes place between the subject and the object 
that continues today.  Gebauer and Wulf suggest that his description of mimesis in the 
Republic does not constitute a unified view but is adjusted according to the context in 
which it is used. They relate Plato's theories to his attempts to develop a culture that 
would bridge the gap between image based communication with its ties to orality and a 
conceptual one manifested in an interpretation of a written language. 
The central meaning of mimesis for art, literature, and music is 
already apparent in Plato's works. He attributed to it the capacity of 
producing a world of appearances. He understood imitation as the 
capacity not for producing things but for producing images. 
Definitive of these images is the relation of similarity they bear to 
things and objects, in which the real and the imaginary come into 
combination. If images are defined by similarity, they belong to the 
world of appearances; they make something visible which they 
themselves are not. 2  
  
 Plato believed that it was desirable that art become the imitation of 'reality' as truth and 
wished to exercise strict control over the education of the young, promoting ideals that 
were consistent with his beliefs. His desire for an 'ideal' representation demanded of art 
that it refuse mere imitation. 
 
His theory is explained by E.H.Gombrich when he relates the story told by Plato in the 
Republic : 
The carpenter who makes the couch translates the idea, or concept, 
of the  couch into matter. The painter who represents the 
carpenter's couch in one of his paintings only copies the appearance 
of one particular couch. He is thus twice removed from the idea. 3  
  
                                                 
2 G. Gebauer and C. Wulf, 1995, Mimesis, Culture- Art- Society, University of 
California Press, Berkeley, pp. 25-26. 
3 E.H.Gombrich, 5th edn, 1977, Art and Ilusion, A Study in The Psychology of Pictorial 
Representation, Phaidon Press, London, p. 83.  
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Plato believed that artists served no useful purpose, as their function was merely to 
imitate and repeat what was only the phenomenal form of things. In the Republic, Book 
x, Plato made a distinction between the world of things or models, and the eternal 
realities; a contrast of the real and the apparent.4  Thus the image does not even have 
the status of a bridge between being and non-being, but is only a picture of a picture, a 
'copy of a copy' in the metaphysical sense. If we wish to re-read Plato as emulation 
rather than imitation, we need to involve reflection on the imaginative processes in 
interpretation, so that we can allow for the possibility of actually honouring subjective 
perception. 
 
In Aristotle's Poetics, mimesis develops as an element where material is presented in 
fictional form with the intention of allowing the spectator to experience tragedy or 
horrifying events in the safety of a fictional world.5 The performance of the play 
becomes a phenomenon in its own right, an autonomous event, not tied to empirical 
truth, but  capable of expressing its own independent reality. Within drama and fiction 
Aristotle extended Plato's perception of mimesis to include embellishments and 
improvements on the perceived world of action, a dramatisation and creation of 
fictional worlds — the development of the plot.  
  
A study of the history of representation in Western cultures reveals a complex network 
of themes that have provided a fertile ground on which to debate the issues raised by 
mimesis. Rather than a steadily evolving standard, the concept undergoes significant 
changes and each interpretation of mimesis is influenced by the interplay of social, 
political or philosophical influences particular to each epoch. 
 
Each period was to construct its own terms. In the Middle Ages mimesis as imitatio 
referred to notions of imitation inherited from the ancients overlaid with Christian 
beliefs and symbols. The role of the artist was still considered that of the artisan, 
deemed to repeat what has been sanctioned by the church and ultimately a recreation of 
the divine will. Nature was relegated an inferior role to that of humans, but as both 
                                                 
4 In reply to the question 'To which is painting directed in every case, to the imitation of 
reality as it is or of appearance as it appears? Is it an imitation of a phantasm or of the 
truth?' Socrates replied 'Of a phantasm'. Plato: Republic x, in E.Hamilton, and H. Cairns 
eds, 1961, The Collected Dialogues of Plato, Including the Letters, Bollingen Series 
LXX1, Princeton University Press, New Jersey, pp. 822-823. 
5 Aristotle : The Poetics  in W.Hamilton Fyfe, 1966, Aristotle's Art of Poetry, Oxford 
University Press, Ely House, London, pp. 1-3. 
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existed only as a reflection of the divine they comprised a 'living and productive mirror 
of the universe.' 6  
 
Gebauer and Wulf's description of the works of Thomas Aquinas serves to define the 
relationship between humans, nature and God: 
 Human artists necessarily imitate nature, because, through the senses, they 
 acquire knowledge from things of nature. Natural things can be imitated 
 because they are ordered according to a spiritual principle concerning their 
 purpose. ...For Aquinas, things are preconceived by God and therefore 
 accessible to human knowledge. Human beings owe their capacity for 
 knowledge to God. Art and nature are similar to each other insofar as they 
 pursue their ends in a comparable way.7  
 
However, to describe this concept of medieval mimesis as merely restricted to imitation 
could be misleading. The process of taking up elements from the ancients and 
transforming them in order to illustrate Christian ideals demonstrates a more complex 
involvement in the mimetic process, a transformation of material that works against 
notions of imitation as we understand it today . The aim was to imitate the divine nature 
of God as reflected in the mirror of the world using an authoritative model of 
representation from a previous era. 
 
With the freedom that had developed by the time of the Italian Renaissance a 
rediscovery of classical art  took place and with it came an awareness of the 
significance of the studies of mimesis undertaken by the Greeks. A study of the works 
of Plato and Aristotle became the basis of the humanist tradition, where scholars 
studied the classical texts and adapted them to contemporary conditions. The 
Landscapes of Giovanni Bellini and his pupil, Giorgione, reflect an interest in the 
poetry of Virgil, the Roman poet who lived from 70-19 B.C. Their paintings evoke an 
antique world and are inhabited by rustic figures living in an enchanted paradise. 
Giorgione's painting The Tempest, c.1505, (fig.1), is typical of this oevre, the painting 
reflects a magical, idyllic world which, whilst exhibiting characteristics of the antique, 
demonstrates a technical mastery that is contemporary. Italian inventor and painter 
Leonardo da Vinci distanced himself from this tradition, considering the humanists to 
be merely imitators who only reproduced the works of others, Leonardo valued a free 
play of imagination mixed with scientific observation, qualities that were transformed 
to produce inventive works that looked to the future. He saw no benefit to be gained 
                                                 
6 John Scotus Erigena, a ninth century Irish monk, mentioned in G. Gebauer and C. 
Wulf, 1995, p. 68. 
7 G.Gebauer and C. Wulf, 1995, Op. Cit., p. 69.  
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from merely continuing to look at past practices and beliefs, and worked to create new 
worlds which projected an awareness of both the inner and outer world of the 
individual. His painting, The Virgin of the Rocks, 1483, (fig.2), incorporates these 
qualities; within the enclosed composition 
 
 the figures turn inward toward each other as if to ensure safety, this contrasts with the 
wildness of the  
 
 
[IMAGE REMOVED : Fig.1:  Giorgione, The Tempest ,1505]  
 
[IMAGE REMOVED : Fig.2:  Leonardo da Vinci, The Virgin of the Rocks, 1483] 
 
 
rugged landscape behind them which demonstrated Leonardo's unprecedented 
knowledge and familiarity with the forms of nature. 
 
This break with tradition, represented by the discoveries of the humanists, led directly 
to changes in the restrictions that the prevailing Christian and secular authorities had 
placed on artistic endeavour, allowing for the emergence of new ideas related to 
individual expression and progress. What is important about this period is the break in 
the pattern of accepted representation offered by new perspectives. Space was created 
for advancement into new dimensions of artistic activity where new perspectives could 
be developed and notions of mimesis extended to include the subjective and creative 
potential of the individual. 
 
In this and the following pages I draw on the study by Gebauer and Wulf to illustrate 
my approach to the concept of mimesis:   
Critical to the mimetic process is the break with a given reality, the 
emergence of an 'as if', which opens the imaginary space of artistic 
production. Mimesis of antiquity can thus be conceived as a 
vehicle for moving into the world of the as-if. The reference back 
to antiquity becomes a means by which an advance into a new 
fictional world is assisted. 8   
 
In seventeenth century Holland these advances in artistic creativity were modified 
significantly in an art that was characterised by a description or reproduction of images 
                                                 
8  Ibid, p.119. 
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taken from the immediate world. Dutch painting turned away from the more narrative 
mode of the Renaissance and concentrated on descriptive imitation. Mimesis was 
connected with 'pure seeing'. The eye became the mirror of the world and reality was 
defined in physical terms. The genre paintings of the artist Johannes Vermeer are 
naturalistic renditions of interior subjects, where the images became time capsules of 
life in this period of history. This is clearly shown in the painting, Maidservant Pouring 
Milk  c.1660 (fig.3), in which a soft filtered light enhances simple everyday subject 
matter. The art historian Kenneth Clark describes seventeenth century landscape 
painting as the 'landscape of fact', which he categorises as a form of portraiture 
produced in:  
the heroic epoch of the bourgeoisie, and its art reflected the 
desire to see portrayed recognisable  experiences... But it is not 
the extent and quality of patronage which influence an art form 
so much as the general sense of what is needed. And the Dutch 
felt the need of recognisable, unidealised views of their own  
country, the character of which they had recently fought so hard 
to defend.9  
 
 
[IMAGE REMOVED : Fig.3:  Johannes Vermeer, Maidservant Serving Milk, c1660] 
 
 
Thus in the literature of the time mimesis becomes the means by which the social world 
is described and as a consequence, the theatre became a model of social reality. Under 
French absolutism it allowed the construction of an increasingly fictional world, where 
the King became the centre of an intensive propaganda campaign and the people were 
led to believe in the incredible and wonderful deeds he could perform. 
 
This was the time in which Descartes formulated his theories of the dominance of 
thought over illusion, the resurgence of the belief that the transaction that takes place 
between the subject and the representation should be direct and unmediated, a perfect 
reflection of a rational world where mimesis as imitation is deemed superfluous. His 
famous phrase: Cogito, ergo sum -— 'I think therefore I am' — expresses the central 
theme of his study. Descartes founded the major paradigm of reflection, demonstrating 
the ability of the individual to look inward and consider themselves, or objects, in 
relation to the experience in which they are given; a self-conscious act of lifting the ego 
out of its immediate world and concentrating on the subject of thought itself. Although 
                                                 
9 Kenneth Clark, 1976, Landscape Into Art, John Murray, London, p. 59. 
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Descartes attempts to overcome the mimetic developments of the previous century and 
concentrate on creating a methodically constructed world, his use of mimetic processes 
to do this creates a paradox in his reasoning. This is demonstrated by his use of the 
mask to introduce and represent his ideas of a new world order and in his tendency to 
use autobiographical means of expounding his theories of the individual 'I'. When he 
seeks clarity in the communication of his ideas Descartes tells a story, thereby linking 
with the mimetic practices he spurned as fanciful and superfluous. 
 
The foundations of new philosophical theories centring around the autonomy of the 
human mind and its ability for self-conscious reflection were established in this period. 
Gebauer and Wulf suggest that it was at this time that dependence on the influence of 
the ancients was severed and that this break with past practices allowed space for new 
perceptions and contributions.   
The credo of the ancients - the infallibility of Aristotle, the 
necessity of rules, and the absolute perfection of classical models - 
has thus suffered a marked destabilisation by this time. Its place is 
taken up by a belief in progress. Instead of turning to the past, 
thinkers start to place their hopes in the future: humanity strides 
on...10  
 
In the period to follow, mimesis was the means by which the bourgeoisie claimed the 
leading role in setting standards of taste in society and through this, an acknowledgment 
of power that this assumed. The role of mimesis in establishing links between the 
individual and the symbolic world, in both theatre and literature, confirmed the moral 
and social guidance of the community. 
 
The eighteenth century brought the development of an interest in the power of the 
imagination which meant that the autonomy of art increased to a point where it could 
stand alone, without the need for a reference to a prior world. This led to a complete 
separation between the individual and the natural world, any remnants of affinity or 
intimacy with nature that had survived to this point were organised and the superiority 
of humans over nature affirmed. Whilst literary mimesis became stronger and more 
articulated, extra-literary mimesis became devalued and lost force; the process of 
abstraction became intensified and the separation of the subject and the object more 
defined. 
 
                                                 
10 G. Gebauer and C. Wulf, 1995, Op. Cit., p. 117.  
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As I argued at the beginning of this chapter, the history of mimesis is inextricably 
linked to that of the history of representation and accepted standards of the one have 
had a strong influence on the other. Within aesthetics the evaluative pendulum swings 
from ideals of an art that functions in the immediate to that of a mediate role and back 
again. What this examination reveals is a series of resurgences and denials rather than a 
continuous linear development which leads towards the future.   
 
The deliberations of Walter Benjamin are fundamental to such an investigation of 
mimesis. He writes of his wish to recapture the meaning of mimesis in the twentieth 
century. Prior to the Enlightenment a mimetic continuum had been maintained, the  
relationship of humans to nature was implicit and acknowledged. The theories 
introduced by Descartes and his fellow scholars promoting the notion of the human 
being as an object of contemplation and reflection opened up new fields of scientific 
analysis, reason and autonomy, but these were gained at the expense of immediacy. 
Benjamin observes that the search for similarities and correspondences between people 
and their surroundings became separated and contained within the limited scope of self-
conscious thought. 
 
The  goal of replication, as we understand it today, is a relatively recent phenomena. 
Absolute replication, as distinct from resemblance, had not been possible until the 
advent of photography.  Similarity had been accepted as a form of fiction and the ability 
of the artist to produce a likeness was a measure of his/her skill. In the now 
controversial volumes of 'The Golden Bough' Sir James Frazer's theory of similarity 
investigates the way a cause resembles its effect in the practices of primitive peoples.11  
His description of the creation of effigies is a good example of this. Although these 
were used to affect and control another person, they were not necessarily replicas of the 
original, but schematic embodiments where resemblance was an abstraction. 
 
 The advent of technology, of photography and film, which led the way to the new 
optical consciousness we experience today, is hailed by Benjamin as an opportunity to 
restore the mimetic to its rightful place in our culture re-establishing links with tradition 
that had been severed. He notes that the depiction of minute details of plant structures 
and cells by the camera is more relative to the tactile experience of nature than the 
idealised landscapes of previous decades.  
Yet at the same time photography reveals in this material the 
physiognomic aspects of visual worlds which dwell in the smallest 
                                                 
11 James George Frazer, 1978, ed. Mary Douglas, The Illustrated Golden Bough, 
Macmillan, London,       p. 18.  
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things, meaningful yet covert enough to find a hiding place in 
waking dreams, but which, enlarged and capable of formulation, 
make the difference between technology and magic as a thoroughly 
historical variable.12  
  
Benjamin claimes that modernity opens up the potential for new relationships between 
the individual and their environment. He believes that the juxtapositioning of montage 
and shock in Surrealism, where everything depends on the singular, fleeting act of 
recognition, opens up the potential for new ideas and connections. The break between 
expectation and the object opens up a space that can no longer be filled by prediction 
and the relationship of past, present and future to continuity is questioned in a way that 
symbolises the history of both mimesis and representation. 
 
Recent advances in the presentation of visual phenomena have increased the means by 
which the sensual identification of material can be shared and the gap between art and 
reality is perceived to have been lessened. Increasingly, the use of replicated images 
from various sources, collaged and juxtaposed in film, television and advertising, have 
raised discussion and controversy about notions of the 'copy' and its use in 
contemporary representation. Benjamin describes the copy as the desire to get in touch 
with the original, but he also warned that in the age of the mechanical reproduction of 
images, works of art could lose their 'aura' of authenticity, which he perceived as their 
connections with the empirical world. His interest in the potential of new 
communicative media demonstrates his concern with these issues. 
 
The theme of mimesis has become crucial to more fields than visual art. In his three 
volume work, Time and Narrative, the philosopher Paul Ricoeur suggests that it is not 
sufficient to describe mimesis as the process of artistic creation alone, but considers it 
as also an integral part of the initial inspiration that leads the artist to create an 
interpretation and a necessary component in the reception of and identification with the 
work by the viewer or reader as participant. Ricoeur proposes that between the activity 
of narrating a story and the temporal nature of human experience there exist 
correlations that are necessary to our understanding of time. He describes mimesis in 
literature as a threefold process; 'mimesis 1 mimesis 2 and mimesis 3'.13 Mimesis 1, 
representing the stage of prefiguration, the birth of the plot; mimesis 2 the central focus 
                                                 
12 Walter Benjamin, 'A Small History of Photography', trans. E. Jephcott and K. 
Shorter, 1979, One Way Street and Other Writings,  New Left Books, New York, pp. 
243-4. 
13 Paul Ricoeur, 1985, Time and Narrative, University of Chicago Press, Chicago, vol. 
1, p. 54. 
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of the process where configuration mediates between the action or the prefigurative 
field of mimesis 1 and mimesis 3, as its refiguration in the reception of the work.  In 
proposing this relationship between the three mimetic modes Ricoeur constructs a 
mediation  between time and narrative. 
We are following therefore the destiny of a prefigured time that 
becomes a refigured time through the mediation of a configurative 
time' 14  
 
In this three stage description of mimesis Ricoeur is discussing Aristotle's Poetics   
where his immediate conceptual problem is the relation of the creative process to time. 
Although  this would direct us more to literature than painting it allows us to extend the 
theme of mimesis to the production of a visual representation. Firstly, a stimulus is 
found for producing the image; secondly, the production of the image and thirdly, the 
evaluation of the final result. The allusion to time as before, present and after, continues 
the narrative content of the process. Ricoeur is interested in Aristotle's description of 
the manner in which time works; the stages which define its passing and as being 
representative of the way every recipient creates a fictional world, a new work, in 
response to the configuration created by the artist.   
 
Jacques Derrida's study of mimesis in literature also has implications for the shaping of 
current views on representation and the creation of symbolic worlds. He points out that 
all texts exist today only in relation to others that have preceded them. It is only through 
our knowledge of the sign systems involved in language that we are able to discern 
meaning. In Derrida's view mimesis has a 'doubled' or 'between' character: it acts as a 
hinge, joining two points of definition. It drives the process of interpretation between 
the subject and the object, but in itself is ambiguous and has no defined presence. 
Derrida draws a comparison between mimesis and the hymen. He sees it as a sign of 
virginity, standing between desire and fulfilment. Although it exists independently, its 
removal signifies a passage between innocence and consummation. As with mimesis, 
the hymen stands as a symbol of transformation where the changes brought about by its 
passing initiate new worlds of desire and potential for the future. Derrida describes the 
result : 
Within this fusion...there is no longer any difference between 
desire and satisfaction. It is not only the difference (between 
desire and fulfilment) that is abolished, but also the difference 
between difference and nondifference. Nonpresence, the gaping 
void of desire and presence, the fullness of enjoyment, amount to 
                                                 
14 Ibid  p. 54. 
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the same. By the same token [du meme coup], there is no longer 
any textual difference between the image and the thing, the empty 
signifier and the full signified, the imitator and the imitated, etc.15  
 
Arne Melberg's 1995 study of mimesis connects us with art and representations of 
reality. Part of his analysis of the theme is to examine significant works of literature and 
chart the progress of mimesis through Plato's theories of imitation to a modern sense of 
difference. Melberg's interest is in the point at which notions of similarity give way to 
the creative imagination of the artist. His study describes this point as repetition, 
installing mimesis with a temporal dimension, casting it as the middle ground in the 
space of invention. Melberg states that mimesis is not a homogeneous term, as we have 
seen earlier in this study, it is always possible to find difference in the apparently 
similar. 
mimesis is always based upon the fact that the artist cannot 
reproduce the truth as similarity. It is wrong, according to 
Heidegger, to associate mimesis  with 'primitive' imitation... It is 
rather a question of 'doing-after': production that comes 
afterwards. The mimesis  is in its essence situated and defined 
through distance.16  
 These studies articulate a contemporary emphasis on the vital role of mimesis, both in 
the production of art and in the assimilation of meaning, from a standpoint of awareness 
that recognises the languages involved in communication.  
 
Within art the notion of the 'copy' is also used today as the means by which we establish 
certain perspectives on the human condition and its history of representative practices. 
New meanings are attributed to old sign systems. The early debates of Plato and 
Aristotle and their successors have assured the evolving debate, which still attracts 
philosophical attention. During the nineteen sixties the American artist Andy Warhol 
drew attention to the notion of images as reproducible commodities, composing images 
of Campbell's soup cans and famous movie stars. His insistence that 'the medium is the 
message' questioned notions of what is 'real', identifying the images of popular culture 
as a product independent of its original source.17  
 
                                                 
15 Jacques Derrida, 1981, in 'The Double Session', Dissemination,  trans. Barbara 
Johnson, University of Chicago Press, Chicago, p. 209, quoted in Gebauer and Wulf, 
1995, Mimesis, Culture-Art- Society, University of California Press, Berkeley, p. 301.  
16 Arne Melberg, 1995, Theories of Mimesis, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge. 
pp. 3-4 
17 Rosalind Krauss, 'The Last Moderns' in Denise Hooker Ed., 1991, Art of the Western 
World, Hutchinson, Australia, Sydney, p. 419. 
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In our visually saturated world of television, film and the potential wonders of virtual 
reality, activities and events are portrayed as truthful to reality, a practice that results in 
a narrowing of the mimetic gap between the actual and the abstraction. With exposure 
to these increasingly sophisticated electronic means of presenting a narrative to more 
and more people, the mimetic process continues to allow elements from the empirical 
world to be reformed, assimilated and experiences generalised into a world in which the 
creator and the recipient conspire to experience a sublimation of reality that could be 
described as equivalent to quotation. With the proliferation of this material, potential 
ground exists for more analysis of the mimetic themes of imitation and interpretation 
that reach beyond the elitist field of intellectual debate to include all forms of visual 
culture. 
 
 A debate has developed in recent criticism that draws attention to aspects of 
representation involving notions of originality and the responsibilities of authorship. 
The development of new media increases the potential and need for discussion about 
these issues — are we involved in re-presenting an imaginary reality or do we use 
recognisable experiences and things to communicate aspects of the world?  In each case 
mimesis forms an integral link in the process, facilitating the creation of new 
interpretations of existing worlds. 
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Chapter 2  
Mimesis, Mediation and the Mirror 
 
 Classical ideals of mimesis assume an imitative role for it and yet, if we wish to trace 
the notion back as far as the contrast between Plato and Aristotle we will find it is much 
more complex than this. Although there have been periods where the direct imitation of 
models is the dominant mimetic theme, a closer study in each case reveals figural 
activity as an essential component in the process. In the visual arts, the project of the 
copy will be inevitably flawed for as we have seen, mimetic processes will occur in the 
spaces between what is given as factual and what follows it. 
 
This chapter expands the theme of mimesis to examine processes which mediate in the 
production and form of artistic images. To illustrate these factors I have used examples 
from the history of Western art where mirrors can become symbols for the 
contemplation of the imitative or creative dialogue. This allows me to delineate 
connections between the historical and theoretical implications of mimesis and their 
application to developments in representative practices and my own field of painting. 
 
The function of the materials which form the vehicle for the image, the perceptions and 
moods of the artist and a knowledge of history are just some of the influences that 
mediate between the artist and the objective world. By the nature of its procedures 
painting transforms that which it represents, this guarantees a distancing between 
subject and object that will affect the artist's ability to form an exact replication of the 
original object.  
 
The range and combination of elements that constitute imagery have been described as 
a combination of parts similar to the way that a sentence is constructed. Writer and 
philosopher, Michael Podro describes the interaction between subject and medium as 
disegno. This term refers to Vasari's use of the term, corresponding to the word 
design..1 This theory suggests that the connections between the what  and the how  of 
depiction produce something new and different from that which results from the usual 
viewing of visual phenomena. The manner in which the artist puts together the material 
re-forms the focus of his attention, an expression of the thoughts of the artist in relation 
to the subject. 
                                                 
1 Giorgio Vasari, trans. L.S. Maclehose, 1960, Vasari On Technique,  Dover 
Publications, New York,  
p. 205. 
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  ...painting selects from, connects and reconstructs the subject in 
the medium and procedures of painting; and because these things 
are indissolubly connected, it is concerned with the way that  
drawing or painting directs itself to the mind of the perceiver, who 
sees the subject remade within it, sees a new world which exists 
only in painting and can be seen only by the spectator who attends 
to the procedures of painting.2  
 
The subject and the medium interact in such a way that they each bring the other into 
being. The artist lifts the subject out of the ordinary world and places it in another plane 
of experience, creating an awareness of the mediation involved, symbolising the 
transformation and facilitating a figurative rather than a literal result. In the mimetic 
space that exists between subject and object the medium provides a way in through 
which the object becomes a vehicle for meaning and at the same time provides a 
mediation between impetus and result.  
 
Michel Foucault's study of representation in The Order of Things: An Archaeology of 
the Human Sciences, examines the systems of underlying order that encode our world 
for us.3 Foucault investigates the history of resemblance; this takes the form of an 
inquiry into the history of the Same and the languages we use to communicate or 
exchange knowledge of this order. He examines the manner in which changes in the 
expectation of resemblance mark a threshold which separates modern thought from that 
of the Classical age. In the preface to this work he describes his reaction to a passage 
from a Chinese encyclopaedia which categorised animals according to groupings that 
were quite foreign to our Western mind. Groupings included were those that : belonged 
to the Emperor,  were stray dogs, frenzied, innumerable and having just knocked over 
the water pitcher.4 Foucault uses this example to demonstrate the influences of one's 
cultural standpoint on the means we use to classify and order our world, creating a 
distinction between the Same  and the Other. This approach can be extended to an 
examination of the mirror and its role in my study of imitation and interpretation as it is 
manifested in works of art.  
  
 A mirror reflects, it represents an imitation of reality, a perfect image fulfilling 
aspirations of the unity of an inner and outer reality. Unlike the reflection in the mirror, 
                                                 
2 Michael Podro, 'Depiction and The Golden Calf', in N. Bryson, M. A. Holly, and K. 
Moxey eds, 1992, Visual Theory,  Polity Press, Cambridge, p. 164. 
3 Michel Foucault, 1973, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences, 
Vintage Books, New York. 
4 Michel Foucault, 1973, Ibid. p. xv. 
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the mediation that is evident in a painted image prevents the production of a 
homologous similarity. The philosopher Andrew Benjamin comments on the 
connections between notions of replication and the visual arts:   
The mirror brings with it a history of reflection. A vital part of that 
history has been the antagonism constructed by philosophy for art; 
this antagonism is encountered within, if not as, mimesis. The visual 
arts have always been, from within the terms set by this particular 
philosophical tradition, struggling with an ideal type that can never 
be fulfilled. The mirror is from the start conceded as an 
impossibility. And yet it positions art within an equally impossible 
situation. Mimesis, representation and the figurative do at the same 
time acknowledge the ideal and its impossibility.5  
 
The problem that occurs within this principle is that the mirror cannot claim 
significance as content. The expectation is that it produces a reflection not a 
representation, thus restricting the possibility for interpretation. To explore this notion 
further, I have chosen to contrast two paintings that represent significant periods in the 
history of representation and in which mirrors have been an integral part of the image. 
In these images, I have used the mirror as a metaphor for replication in order to clarify 
changes in evolving imagery that Foucault describes as moving from the point where 
resemblance was established as the fundamental category of knowledge to a ground 
where interpretation was possible. The first painting is The Arnolfini Marriage  of 1434 
(fig.4) by Jan van Eyck, one of the earliest examples of the medium of oil painting. The 
subject matter at first appears to be a direct realistic rendering, a portrait of the marriage 
of an Italian merchant and his bride on their wedding day. The couple are depicted with 
their pet dog and familiar objects in an interior setting which includes a mirror on the 
rear wall reflecting the scene before it, delineating the space in which the events took 
place.  
 
A closer examination reveals the signature of the artist on the wall near the mirror and 
the symbolism implied by the unlikely event of this existing in reality suggests a further 
search for meaning which reveals a symbolic use of colour and a selection of objects 
which traditionally indicate the virtues of fertility and fidelity. However, the presence 
of the witnesses or spectators, reflected in the mirror behind the couple disrupts the 
expectation of similarity or duplication. Linked with the existence of the signature on 
the wall the effect is of an imagery that goes beyond resemblance to a symbolic 
                                                 
5 Andrew Benjamin,1991, Art, Mimesis and the Avante-Gard, Routledge, London, p. 
18. 
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presentation of cohesion and harmony. The mimetic process consistent with this 
transformation, or recomposing, of the narrative record of an event to a symbolic 
representation of the ideals of the period is figurative rather than literal.  
 
 
[IMAGE REMOVED : Fig.4:  Jan van Eyk, The Arnolfini Marriage, 1434] 
 
 
Rather than select images that demonstrate two opposing modes of representation I 
have chosen another painting of similar subject matter but with a more complex 
intention on the part of the painter. Diego Velasquez's Painting Las Meninas, or the 
Maids of Honour  of 1656 (fig.5), more than two hundred years after the Van Eyck 
painting, is also based on a portrait at a particular moment in history. The Infanta 
Margarita, stands in the centre of the composition, she is attended by her maids of 
honour and accompanied by her companions. On the left of the painting the painter has 
depicted himself standing in front of a large canvas, he faces the spectator in the 
process of thought, evaluating his subject. We become aware that although the Infanta 
is the centre of focus for us, she is not the subject of his painting. Light streams in from 
the right of the picture and highlights the shapes of the attendants as they circle the 
central figure and on the back wall hang several paintings and a mirror that picks up 
and reflects the strong light. Next to this the figure of a servant observes the scene from 
an open door in the back wall. The image reflected in the mirror is of two figures, 
thought to be the King and Queen, the painter's real subject matter. 
 
What we see from the spectator's point of view is the little princess and her entourage 
visiting the scene where the portrait is being painted, the painter has included himself, 
as part of the royal household, engaged in producing an image of the royal couple. As 
spectators, we see the painter representing the spectators - the King and Queen, who are 
also being represented in the mirror as a representation of the spectators.  
 
With the use of these devices Velasquez has brought about a doubling of the space 
within the picture frame. The appearance of the images in the mirror penetrates the 
shallow space in a similar way to that of the Van Eyck but succeeds in creating an 
ambiguity that ignores the wealth of detail within the room that could fill the mirror but 
selects only that which is pertinent to its needs. Much has been written about this 
painting, it is considered one of the most significant works in the history of 
representation, mainly because it represents a collation of several complex themes. 
Michel Foucault carried out an extensive study of this painting, describing it as a 
demonstration of the artifice of the painter. Ultimately, the manipulation of the very 
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notion of the image by Velasquez reveals a freedom from the constraints of 
resemblance and constitutes a turning point in the history of representation. 
But there in the midst of this dispersion which it is simultaneously 
grouping together and spreading out before us, indicated 
compellingly from every side, is an essential void: the necessary 
disappearance of that which is its foundation — of the person it 
resembles and the person in whose eyes it is only a resemblance. 
This very subject — which is the same — has been elided. And 
representation, freed finally from the relation that was impeding it, 
can only offer itself as representation in its pure form.6  
 
 
[IMAGE REMOVED : Fig.5:  Diego Velasquez, Las Meninas,  1656] 
 
 
The mimetic processes involved here are complex and contextual, the presence of the 
mirror suggests a simple reflection and an expectation of resemblance, but Velasquez 
displaces our complacency by moving the emphasis away from portrayal to the creation 
of a fictional world. In any evaluation of mediation in the production of art, the 
intention of the artist is primary, for one thing to represent another it must be seen to be 
doing so. For this to be understood requires an understanding of the conventions 
inherent to this practice. We use flat surfaces in paintings to convey the look of 
something, but we rely on the act of recognition to convey meaning. One way this 
occurs is by recognising the similarities between elements pictured on the surface of the 
canvas and the object or view itself, a symmetrical relationship is then established 
between the subject and the image. The image can be seen as a translation of the artist's 
perception of the object or place, within which elements that parallel this experience are 
recognised by the viewer and identification takes place. 
 
Walter Benjamin, by drawing attention to the human tendency to distinguish 
resemblances in material they are exposed to, brings us back to the role of mimesis in 
the re-presentation of artistic material. In his essay On the Mimetic Faculty Benjamin 
discusses the way mimesis transgresses the medium of script, the semiotic elements in 
language bear the meaning behind the words used. 
Thus the coherence of words or sentences is the bearer through 
which, like a flash, similarity appears. For its production by man 
                                                 
6 Michel Foucault, 1973, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences, 
Vintage Books, New York. p. 16. 
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— like its perception by him — is in many cases, and particularly 
the most important, limited to flashes. It flits past. It is not 
probable that the rapidity of writing and reading heightens the 
fusion of the semiotic in the sphere of language... language may be 
seen as the highest level of mimetic behaviour  and the most 
complete archive of non-sensuous similarity: a medium into which 
the earlier powers of mimetic production and comprehension have 
passed without residue... 7  
The flash of recognition discussed here draws on elements of memory and a familiarity 
with the sign systems of the culture which ensure that communication takes place. This 
activity extends the disegno effect referred to by Michael Podro to the point where  
subject, medium and meaning culminate in the production of the object. 
 
The use of variation in art acts as an extension of the mediative aspect of mimesis, 
concepts and forms are re-presented in new combinations and allow for the 
development of potential insights and a relevance to contemporary concerns. As the 
work of Foucault has demonstrated earlier in this chapter, our experience of the world 
is informed by a set of beliefs and expectations that we live by. Simultaneously, our 
expectations and beliefs about the world determine the character and extent of our 
experiences concerning it and formulate categories of experience which summarise our 
interpretation of the world. 
The ability to describe, represent, or recognise anything requires 
command of a system of categories in terms of which a domain is 
organised. Acquiring such a command involves learning what 
labels (verbal or non-verbal) belong to the system, what 
distinctions in the domain they mark, how such distinctions are to 
be recognised.8    
 
Variations on the work of others has had a long history in the practice of art. As an 
educational device it not only preserves an awareness and familiarity with the 
complexities of the art of the past, but also exorcises notions of exclusivity and 
impossible ideals represented by the works of great masters. Picasso used the works of 
past masters extensively in a series of variations, he regarded these works as 
collaborations where important links with the original work and its artist were 
                                                 
7 Walter Benjamin, 'On the Mimetic Faculty', trans. E. Jephcott, in 1978, Reflections; 
Essays, Aphorisms, Autobiographical Writings , Schocken Books, New York. pp. 335-
6. 
8 N. Goodman and C. Elgin, 1988, Reconceptions in Philosophy and Other Arts and 
Sciences. Hackett Publishing, Indiana, p. 12. 
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preserved but at a certain point of departure his own creativity would assert itself and 
he could claim the work as essentially his own. 
 
A variation on a work of the past should bear a distinct resemblance to the original but 
at the same time throw new light on an old idea. The potential for new insights on an 
established theme depends on this recognition and it is through an awareness of the 
contrasts of the new and original that the content of the variation is defined.  
The source must be clearly recognisable in the variation; like a 
copy or a work of criticism, it is not an independent creation but 
has its primary meaning only in relation to the work on which it is 
based. Unlike a copy a variation forms a reciprocal relationship 
with its source, rooted in contrast, in which the new work and the 
old modify and define one another in turn.9  
  
This interpretation of variation parallels the correspondences that were discussed earlier 
in reference to the mimetic realm. Walter Benjamin's assertion that the copy was the 
desire to get in touch with the original is diverted; the contrast between the original and 
the re-creation creates a mimetic space in which the processes of experimentation and 
ingenuity produce variations on the theme of the original work. 
 
Picasso's variations on Velasquez's painting: Las Meninas  (fig.5) began three hundred 
years after the original was painted. His first experience of the painting was when he 
visited the Prado Museum in Madrid at the age of fourteen. For years, a large 
reproduction of the painting hung in his studio, it was an important milestone in 
Spanish painting and represented a canon of significant dimensions to the painter. 
Picasso shared Velasquez's interest in the medium of paint and the means of 
representing it. In 1957 he combined these interests with his practice of breaking away 
from traditional ways of seeing and painting and began a series of over fifty variations 
on the Velasquez masterpiece. 
 
Picasso's approach to this project was to extend the challenge that he had previously 
thrown to other significant artists of the past. In the large canvas, Las Meninas, after 
Velasquez 1 (fig.6), in August of 1957 he propels the image forward three hundred 
years, superimposing modernist spatial structures over those of Velasquez.  Initially, he 
retained the composition and positions of the figures within the tableau but the figure of 
the painter, although greatly enlarged, is turned inward, isolated from the presence of 
                                                 
9 Susan Grace Galassi, 1996, Picasso's Variations on the Masters,  Harry N. Abrams, 
New York,  p. 11. 
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the other figures and only appears three more times in the series. One of the dominant 
themes of Velasquez's work is the interlocking gazes of the participants. Through the 
juxtapositioning of the door and mirror within the space of the room he develops a 
system of cross references that draws the spectator into the exchange. Picasso intercepts 
these forces, compressing the space and reducing the illusion of reality, he flattens the 
forward projection of the mirror until the square frame dominates the image within, 
reducing any possibility of interaction with the viewer. 
 
Towards the end of the series, in Las Meninas after Velasquez 33, 1957 (fig.7) Picasso 
reverses the placement of the original characters, the figure of the painter now merges 
with the interior of the room, the imposition of a geometric, cubist space painted in 
contrasting colours takes over. The images in the mirror are now reduced to two white 
dots on a black background, the sense of enveloped space that is evoked by the 
presence of the mirror in Velasquez is reduced to two querulous dots within a green 
square frame. 
The twofold space of classical representation metaphorically laid 
out by Velasquez in Las Meninas  has, by the time of Picasso, 
branched outward; or, perhaps more accurately, it has imploded. 
The labyrinthian dynamics of Picasso's serial imagery map out a 
shift in orientation that parallels the spatial transformation of 
Renaissance central perspective by cubism's deployment of 
multiple perspectives. Under this system, representation no longer 
equals similitude; it no longer leads in a direct line to the thing 
itself, as it did for Velasquez 10  
 
 
[IMAGE REMOVED : Fig.6:  Pablo Picasso, Las Meninas After Velasquez 1, 1957] 
 
[IMAGE REMOVED : Fig.7:  Pablo Picasso, Las Meninas After Velasquez 33, 1957] 
 
Foucault suggests that the real subject of Velasquez's painting is representation. The 
lack of a traditional subject in this painting is a question that has puzzled many scholars 
and provoked much discussion. If Las Meninas  is primarily a painting about painting 
and representation itself, Karen Kleinfelder goes further and suggests that Picasso's 
variations could be described as re-presenting representation.  
                                                 
10 Karen L. Kleinfelder, 1993, The Artist, His Model, Her Image, His Gaze ; Picasso's 
Pursuit of the Model,  The University of Chicago Press, Chicago, p. 59. 
  22 
If representing representation is implicit to the dynamics of the 
artist and model theme, then Picasso's representations of 
Velasquez's Meninas  take this self-reflexive dimension one step 
further: Picasso's variations, in effect, represent the representing 
of representation... 11  
 
Picasso adds his contribution to Velasquez's image by updating the means of 
representation to a twentieth century mode and at the same time, asserting his own 
control over a work that assumed a monumental role in the history of painting. Picasso 
shifts the emphasis from the product (of Velasquez's skill) to that of an evolving 
process, where the artist has full control of each move. In Picasso's series of variations 
on Velasquez's painting the mimetic activity of the artist emerges as the unifying theme. 
 
I have used Picasso's variations to define the relationship of modern painting to notions 
of interpretation and extension. This aligns it with the Aristotlean view of mimesis as 
creation rather than the Platonic view, where a painting's success depended on its 
depiction (if possible) of external truth.  In this series, Picasso made it perfectly clear 
that his intention was not to copy from the master, he intended to translate; to use the 
prestige and mastery of the work as a point of departure where he would match his skill 
against that of its maker. What Velasquez developed as  a narrative unity becomes with 
Picasso a series of shifts from the general to the particular and back again in a narrative 
of exploration that reinforces his own voice. In the original painting, the mirror 
reflected the sovereign presence of the King and Queen; in Picasso's later works in this 
series, the royal presence has been eclipsed by the power of the artist. The mirror serves 
as the primary means of identification; what happens there is representative of the 
whole. In the mimetic space of the mirror the relationship between subject or model and 
the object produced demonstrates a result that is not one of replication but of re-
creation, where the subject is re-defined in the process. 
                                                 
11 Ibid, p. 57. 
  23 
 
Chapter 3 
Reflection and the Field of the Metaphor  
 
A common definition of reflection relates to the ability to meditate or carefully consider 
a subject or situation. The term is derived from the latin 'reflectere'  meaning 'to bend', 
or 'to turn back'. 1  I have explored some of the implications of reflection through the 
writing of Rodolfe Gasché, which has provided me with a useful overview of the topic. 
He writes that the history of this concept reaches back to the beginnings of philosophy 
itself, the Augustian notion of reditus in se ipsum— signifying 'a return upon and into 
oneself', prefigured the modern concept of reflection which is generally considered to 
have begun later with Descartes, where it reached its status as a dominant 
methodological means of defining thought.2 By reflecting upon itself philosophy aims 
to establish clarity in defining the essential nature of things. With Descartes, reflection 
changed from a metaphysical concept to become the very foundation of the 
philosophical process. 
 
From this moment, the tendency to interpret what we see was represented in a much 
more complex manner than previously. In this sense reflection comes to mean self-
reflection, self-relation and self-mirroring. Here the ego is isolated from mediative 
factors in the external world and concentrates on the subject of thought itself allowing 
the individual subject a freedom that constitutes an autonomy of the 'cogito'; of thought. 
This chapter will examine the concept of self-reflection and mirroring. The Greek myth 
of Narcissus conveys the cycle of events and stages in the reflective process and 
becomes an effective metaphor for notions of turning back, of looking within, seeking 
confirmation of our own fleeting thoughts and recognising their significance. An 
exploration of this myth and its relationship to philosophical perspectives of 
subjectivity and the total experience of the individual will prepare the ground for 
discussion involving the response to site that follows in Part 2. 
 
I have chosen to describe a selection of historical developments presented by Gasché, in 
the philosophical concept of reflection that are important to this study. They include the 
opposing streams of Empirical  and Logical  thought, Kant's Transcendental  view and 
Hegel's proposition of Absolute Reflection. Empirical reflection concentrates on the 
internal reality of thought and an awareness of our own physical experiences of 
                                                 
1 H.C. Wilde and E.H. Partridge eds., 1968,Webster Universal Dictionary, Unabridged 
International Edition, Bay Books Ltd., Elsevier, Holland, p. 1209. 
2  Rodolfe Gasché, 1986, The Tain of the Mirror, Derrida and the Philosophy of 
Reflection,  Harvard University Press, Cambridge, p. 17.  
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existence in relation to the empirical world. This contrasts with the logical approach, 
which is based on rationalist theories and processes that are independently produced by 
means of intellect. The rationalists held that beliefs based merely on experience or 
sense perception, are potentially erroneous, that it is more sound to base our 
conclusions on metaphysical speculation or the systematic investigation of ideas. 
  
 For Gasché, the principle of self-reflection, as a foundation on which knowledge can 
be acquired, precipitated the development of 'transcendental' reflection through the 
work of Immanuel Kant in The Critique of Pure Reason, published in 1781. For Kant, 
transcendental reflection examines the forms and categories of knowledge, it is 
concerned, not so much with our knowledge of the objects themselves, but with the 
subjective conditions under which we arrive at concepts, the modes by which this 
knowledge is attained. He argued that we exist in a dichotomy between a conceptually 
constructed world of objectivity and the subjective means by which we extract meaning 
from it. 
  
Kant considered that the restriction to knowing all that there is to know about the world 
is due to the ability of our minds to take it all in. That is, reality is only calculable to a 
limited extent, there is an unpredictable aspect to it. This contingency factor in our 
knowledge of the world is what Kant describes as the subjective realm. This 
interpretation of the term contrasts with our more recent use of it as pertaining to 
individual interpretation. As summarised by Gasché: 
Transcendental reflection is defined as the inquiry into the ground 
of possibility of sensible intuition in general and of the objective 
comparison of representations, and it is thus very different from 
empirical or logical reflection, neither of which accounts for the 
faculty of cognition to which the conceptions belong. Unlike inner 
and outer reflection, transcendental reflection anticipates the 
deeply concealed transcendental unity , to use Kant's words, of 
these two types of reflection.3  
 
Hegel considered that there were many problems left unsolved in the history of    
reflection. He believed that Kant's philosophy opened up a gap between thinking and 
being that had not been resolved by subsequent discoveries and attempted to solve the 
dualism implied by the separation of the two moments of reflection by drawing 
attention to a third factor which would unify the two elements into an integrated whole. 
                                                 
3 Immanuel Kant, The Critique of Pure Reason, Everyman, London, 1993, p. 287, 
quoted in Rodolfe Gasché, 1986, The Tain of the Mirror: Derrida and the Philosophy 
of Reflection , Harvard University Press, Cambridge, p. 18. 
  25 
 
The physical paradigm of reflection can be described in simple terms as the mirroring 
of a subject in a polished surface; for example, an image reflected in a mirror. In this 
moment the mirror reproduces the subject in the form of an image, here the mirror 
assumes an intermediary role; through this medium the subject becomes aware of the 
'Other', as manifested in the reflected image in the mirror. The cycle can not be 
complete, however, until the subject recognises  the true content of the image, that what 
is reflected is, in fact, an image of the self. Gasché puts it as follows: 
This dialectic, by means of which the mirrored object is seen to be 
that into which the mirror opens out as an image of the mirror 
itself, both the same as and different from it, allows for the 
integration of the two previously distinguished moments of 
reflection into the unity created by the self revelation of the 
mirroring subject. The alienation of the mirror in its Other and the 
reflection of the object are linked together in such a way as to 
form a totality in which they are reflected into one another, 
leaving absolutely no remainder outside.4  
 
The passage between the recognition of the two elements of thought as opposites in the 
reflective process and a realisation of the true nature of reflection and its implications 
completes the total view and facilitates an understanding which Hegel described as 
'Absolute' or 'Speculative Reflection' which can result in a conclusion: 
As soon as philosophical reflection turns to the conceptualisation 
of the absolute identity of subject and object, it becomes, in 
Hegel's terms, speculative. But it truly becomes speculation only 
when it  conceives of the absolute identity as the subjective and 
objective subject-object, because only this determination of 
absolute synthesis takes the totality of its logically possible 
determinations into account.5  
 
This long discussion allows me to illustrate the potential for the use of reflection in 
visual art by referring to my own work. The conceptualisation of the implications of the 
reflective process brought to our notice by Hegel can be extended in the case of two 
mirrors confronting each other. In this presentation of infinite images elements of time 
and space, intrinsic to notions of reflection are brought to our notice. This theme is 
explored in my sculpture Processes of Historical Memory , 1996 (figs 8&9),where the 
                                                 
4 Rodolphe Gasché, 1986, The Tain of the Mirror: Derrida and the Philosophy of 
Reflection, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, p. 21. 
5  Rodolphe Gasché, 1986, Op. Cit., p. 40.  
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stone which will play a major role in this study is placed between two opposing mirrors. 
The effect of this juxtapositioning is to imply a reaching back; the reflected image and 
its infinite repetitions refer to the historical implications of stone and its use by humans, 
the receding stones form a line of continuity that charges back into the past. 
  
[IMAGE REMOVED : Fig.8 & 9:  Noela Stratford, Processes of Historical Memory, 
1996] 
 
Viewed from the side (fig.8), the work appears to be a simple showcase displaying 
rugged lumps of scoria or volcanic stone. Moving to the end of the piece we become 
aware of the alignment of the two mirrors and the stones in between. At first the number 
of stones appears to expand and open up a space on the other side of the work. One then 
becomes aware that it is in fact, the mirroring that produces the continuity of 
image(fig.9). This is followed by a realisation of the context of the repetition and the 
symbolic connections of stone, mirroring and recession that make up a reference to the 
dry stone walls. These factors become part of the whole process whereby recognition 
and identification takes place between the work and the viewer. 
 
The repetition of images in this sculpture forms a visual echoing that finds an 
equivalent in the work of English artist Hamish Fulton. His text piece, Rock Fall Echo 
Dust, 1988 (fig.10), a composition of four words alternatively red and black, forming a 
block of text underlined by a sentence in red at the base: 'A Twelve And A Half Day 
Walk On Baffin Island Arctic Canada Summer 1988'. Fulton's visual configuration of 
letters and words was painted directly onto a gallery wall in New York after the artist's 
walk on Baffin Island in 1988. This type of installation is reminiscent of oral forms of 
presentation where repetition is used to present and emphasise a narrative. 
 
 In his article discussing the work, David Reason explores the potential in Fulton's use 
of the four words to represent his experiences and the themes evoked by them.6 Rock 
Fall Echo Dust  predicates a sense of substance, of action, movement and time. The 
words could simply represent an inventory of the artist's experience of the place in a 
direct manner, but further reflection reveals a metaphorical realm where the words draw 
on symbolic meaning to present a more profound experience of the work. The substance 
of 'Rock', implies qualities of stability, durability and cohesion; 'Fall', an action which 
suggests continuity of movement; 'Echo', indicates an aural mirror that reflects what has 
preceded it and 'Dust'— a symbol of finality and disintegration. 
                                                 
6  David Reason,'Echo and Reflection', Stephen Bann and William Allen eds, 1991, 
Interpreting Contemporary Art, Reaktion Books Ltd, London, p. 128. 
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An echo presents an acoustic experience similar to the reflection or replication of 
images in the mirrors of Processes of Historical Memory, a series representing evidence 
of the dominant forms of that which preceded it. David Reason describes its effect: 
The echo repeats a part of what went before, and its potency (and 
poignancy) derives surely both from its invitation to recall the  
 complete utterance and compare one with the other (in which it  
acts as a fragment ) and from its simultaneous declaration that this 
earlier utterance has passed.7  
 
 
[IMAGE REMOVED : Fig.10:  Hamish Fulton, Rock Fall Echo Dust, 1991] 
 
 
In the myth of Echo and Narcissus, Echo becomes a faded shadow, deemed to be 
incomplete and transient without the love of the Other to validate her presence. She 
remains in the form of a fragment, a repetitious echo, occupying a previous and elusive 
realm.  
 
Fulton's choice of text as his means of representation epitomises the reality of our 
experience of the discipline of visual art in the twentieth century. Following the 
tradition of Western painting where all art is recognised as artifice, his aim is to 
communicate aspects of his experience of the place rather than describe it in pictorial 
form. The use of marks on a flat surface to make a reference to the natural world is 
consistent with this practice, whether the images are text based or images that evoke  
forms contained within the chosen site. Here, the materiality of the art work is of a 
secondary nature to that of the concept. 
 
At this point one can enrich the notion of mimesis  and the mirror by turning to the 
myth of Narcissus. In the early Renaissance, Alberti wrote his treatise On Painting 
where he applied reason and method to his study of painting and recorded his findings.8  
At this time the mirror became the metaphorical model for the practice of painting, the  
aim was  to  reflect  the  world of nature in its  ideal state and images were construed to 
be directly related to real events and places of significance. Alberti cited the myth of 
Narcissus as a metaphor for painting; the image of Narcissus reflected on the surface of 
                                                 
7  Ibid, p. 128. 
8 Leon Battista Alberti,1966, John R. Spencer, ed., On Painting, Yale University Press, 
New Haven and London. 
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the water represented, for him, the growing discipline of painting where images were 
painted onto a panel or wall. 
I say among my friends that Narcissus who was changed into a 
flower, according to the poets, was the inventor of painting. Since 
painting is already the flower of every art, the story of Narcissus is 
most to the point. What else could you call painting but a similar 
embracing of art of what is presented on the surface of the water 
in the fountain? 9  
 
The reference to the myth of Narcissus seems to link together two themes; the belief 
that painting models itself on the phenomenon of reflection — the face of Narcissus 
mirrored in the surface of the water and the more sophisticated observation that 
painting                                                                                                                                               
involves a transformation of material, i.e. from paint and panel to the creation of an 
ideal self- as distinct from a mirror image. Stephen Bann has suggested that through the 
medium of the myth of Narcissus, a whole new dimension for representation was 
sketched out that would be of enduring significance throughout the subsequent history 
of painting.10  In The True Vine, On Visual Representation and the Western Tradition, 
he investigates the way that mythic representations are condensed into visual works of 
art. The myth of Narcissus has been an enduring theme throughout history, and using 
the continuity of  theme, Bann examines its importance as a metaphor for the process of 
artistic creation.  
 
The complete myth of Narcissus was recorded for the first time in Ovid's 
Metamorphosis. The classical Greek poet wrote this work whilst he was in exile near 
the Black Sea at the beginning of the Christian era. Narcissus was reputed to have been 
born in Boeotia, son of the nymph Liriope (a name related to the Greek word for Lily) 
and the river god Cephisus. The handsome youth rejected the advances of other young 
people, including the nymph Echo. He remained untouched by the love of another until 
one day, as he was returning from the hunt, he saw his own reflection reflected in a 
pool of water.  
Himself admiring, by himself admired  
Lover and loved, desiring and desired 
Not knowing what he sees, he sees and burns; 
The cheating vision spurs his love, and spurns; 
From lips, from eyes, the floating mockery flees; 
                                                 
9 Ibid , p. 64. 
10 Stephen Bann,1989, The True Vine, On Visual Representation and the Western 
Tradition, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, p. 106. 
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He cannot clasp, nor kiss, the self he sees.11  
 
Realising that his love was unrequited, Narcissus wept with frustration, when his tears 
disturbed the surface of the water he realised the identity of his beloved but, unable to 
free himself from his obsession, he attacked himself violently and died beside the pool. 
On the place where he died the yellow flower we call a narcissus sprang up and still 
serves to symbolise the process of transformation today. The name 'Narcissus' is 
derived from the ancient word 'narke', meaning 'stupor'. Ovid's poem describes how the 
fatal story unwinds and the impact of the full realisation of his self-deception. When his 
tears of disenchantment and frustration disturb the surface of the pool Narcissus realises 
his mistake and tears at his body in despair.  
This sight the pool, resettling, mirrored true. 
This broke his heart: like wax in gentle heat, 
Dissolved to dew, he wasted with desire, 
Chafed inwardly by slow and secret fire.12  
 
This self-inflicted violence begins the spiral of destruction that will eventually 
transform the youth into a flower. Ovid's vivid metaphor for transformation presents us 
with an effective cycle: where the self-sufficiency of Narcissus' gaze gradually becomes 
consumed with frustration. When the youth recognises the circumstances of his love he 
is consumed with frustration and dies, only to be transformed into a thing of beauty that 
will reappear each year to remind us of his folly. 
 
Platonic notions of mimesis as imitation and repetition are taken up in the cycle of 
reflection and implied replication of the Narcissistic image. In contrast, Arne Melberg's 
description of mimesis as repetition relates to notions of mimesis as the meeting point 
of imitation and difference. It is at the point of reflection that the potential for 
illumination exists. Narcissus' realisation of his mistake is the turning point of the myth, 
where it turns from the contemplation of an idealised 'Other' to that of a tragic tale of 
grief and metamorphosis. 
 
More than two centuries after the introduction of the myth to reflective thinkers, the 
Neo-platonic philosopher Plotinus pointed out that the myth represents mankind's 
predisposition to react in a simplistic way to superficial representations. He believed 
that it demonstrated that once the delusion of self-love has passed it is possible to 
                                                 
11 A.E.Watts, trans.,1980, Ovid, Metamorphosis, San Francisco, quoted in Stephen 
Bann, 1989, The True Vine, On Visual Representation and the Western Tradition, 
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, p. 106. 
12 Ibid, p. 63. 
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realise the potential of the individual, of breaking away from the reflected world and 
returning to the light. Bann says: 
here it is within the dimension of subjectivity that the process 
takes place, favoured by the illumination of divine light.13  
 
Plotinus uses the analogy of sculpture to describe the process of refining and improving 
the individual, of seeking perfection through the cultivation of inner reflection, to 
continually seek to improve oneself. The point of his version of the myth is that in 
contemplating his own body in the reflection, Narcissus is aiming to grasp his most 
intimate being: his own soul. 
 
Stephen Bann writes of the psychoanalyst and semiotician Julia Kristeva who considers 
that the introduction of the Narcissus myth at the beginning of the Christian era was a 
significant factor in combining the Neo-platonic and Christian ideals. He discusses her 
theory that by highlighting the theme of self-reflection it acts as a linking mechanism 
between the Platonic view of the ideal as existing outside of the self to:  
the Neo-platonic theology of Plotinus, which places the emphasis 
on interior movements of the soul in dialogue with itself. 
Narcissus is therefore subsumed in a secondary stage of the myth, 
which transforms his desperate self-communion into a technique 
for developing self-knowledge — one might almost say, for 
constructing the self according to the model of divine otherness.14   
   
Images of Narcissus began to appear in the visual arts as early as the sixteenth century 
and include artists such as Tintoretto, Poussin and Claude. Poussin's painting Echo and 
Narcissus, c1630 (fig.11) is from Poussin's early work in Rome and demonstrates the 
artist's knowledge of Ovid's poem and an awareness of the significance of its collective 
meaning and accessibility to the viewer. Unlike former painters of this myth, Poussin 
presents the myth in its entirety, the metamorphic thread is carried through to its 
conclusion with the appearance of the flower co-existing with the body . The dead 
Narcissus lies prone on the rock from which he both admired and desired his own 
image. This view of Narcissus has been perceived as having origins in the works and 
disegno of Michelangelo and Christian images of the pietà. The earthly body of 
Narcissus has moved from the reflective contemplation of his own image to the realm 
of symbolic representation.  
 
                                                 
13 Stephen Bann, 1989, Op. Cit., p. 118. 
14 Ibid, p. 119 
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A work attributed to the Italian artist Caravaggio has intrigued historians with questions 
of authorship and implied content. In Caravaggio's Narcissus, c1594-6 (fig.12) which 
was thought to have been titled some time after the execution of the work, a youth 
bends over his reflection in the water, the junction between the realm of the real and of 
its reflection is symbolised by the almost central placement of the water's edge in the 
composition of the painting. The sense of reciprocity between the image and its 
mirrored other  is dominant. Debates have ensued as  to  whether the work is merely a 
continuation of Caravaggio's interest  in  mirrors and  notions  of  reflection  or  of  the  
Narcissus  myth   itself.   As   the  youth  wears contemporary dress it is possible that it 
is related to a more direct reading of contemplation and homosexuality. Whatever the 
artist's overall intention, Caravaggio's image of Narcissus contrasts with Poussin's in its 
direct confrontation with reflection, the reciprocity of the two figures creates a focus 
that demonstrates a preoccupation with a process. Rather than a portrayal of the 
Narcissus myth, Caravaggio presents us with the crux of the matter. 
 
[IMAGE REMOVED : Fig.11:  Nicholas Poussin, Echo and Narcissus, 1630] 
 
[IMAGE REMOVED : Fig.12:  Michelangelo Merisi de Caravaggio, Narcissus, 1594-
6] 
 
In 1914 Sigmund Freud produced his influential paper On Narcissism, in which he 
outlined his influential view of arrested human sexual development and its 
manifestation in the behaviour of adults.15 The self-love of the Narcissistic personality 
was to find its equivalent in the cycle of reflection, containment and insularity that is 
evident in the ancient myth. Hegel's critique of reflection, where recognition plays a 
large part in the assurance of totality, finds confirmation here. Narcissus moves through 
several stages in the narrative of events. From the autonomous doubled image of self-
love and adoration, he moves through Kant's unpredictable realm of subjectivity to the 
recognition of his own delusion. Although destruction is the fate of the youth, the myth 
retains the message of totality, firstly in the secondary cycle of rebirth and again in the 
annual re-enactment that follows the initial emergence of the flower. The gap between 
thinking and being that Hegel perceived as void is provided with a missing link in the 
form of a symbolic future.  
 
Where mirroring suggests a direct copy of the original, the process of artistic 
production relates more to the reflective systems of interpretation, extension and 
                                                 
15 Sigmund Freud, 'On Narcissism', 1952, The Major Works of Sigmund Freud, 
Encyclopaedia  Britannica Inc., Chicago, pp. 398-411,  first published in Jahrbuch, 
Vol. vi, 1914; reprinted in Sammlung, 4th Series. 
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translation. It was established earlier in this study that the project of replication is an 
impossible one, even within the mirror, the represented self is a distortion compared 
with the original; as a measurement of the actual reflected image would soon prove. 
Narcissus' love for his reflected image represents the unattainable, an ideal that can 
never be reached; a fruitless search for perfection that will only yield dissatisfaction. 
His desperate attempt at union with the beloved image can only end in futility.  Artistic 
interpretation utilises the mimetic realm where subjective elements transform the initial 
experience into a visual form. The transformation which completes the Narcissus myth 
represents this process.  
 
Foucault observed that changes in the fundamental category of knowledge, against 
which representations were assessed, began to evolve in the sixteenth century. The 
development of a more subjective view of the world meant that artists were no longer 
restricted to imitative ideals and were able to introduce new interpretations and modes 
of presentation which would eventually lead to modernism.16  The theories of Plato and 
Aristotle began a dialogue which generated an awareness of mimesis as the meeting 
point where two opposing perspectives can be debated and defined its essential function 
as the connecting point between subject and object. For it is here, within the mimetic 
realm, that the transformation of perception and the creation of a subjective, 
psychological space for reflection can take place.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
16 Michel Foucault, 1973, The Order of Things, An Archaeology of the Human 
Sciences, Vintage Books, New York, p. 17. 
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Chapter 4 
A Sense of Place 
 
Understanding a sense of place begins with a realisation that we 
live not in a world of things, but of relationships in which 
psychological and physiological, tangible and intangible systems 
unite to form a synergistic whole, the whole being greater than the 
sum of its parts.1
 
I now turn to investigate the significance of place, to examine the response that a 
particular place can engender and the role played by individual interpretation on our 
perceptions of place, nature and territory. The narrative that underpins the visual 
component of my thesis is concerned with the way a perception of place  permeates and 
is translated into, a visual response: a further exploration of the mimetic processes 
investigated in Part 1. The relationship between my own sense of place and the way I 
perceive my identity within this construct, relates to my own predominately Celtic 
heritage and the need to distinguish between the original landscape of the United 
Kingdom and its imprint, represented by the dry stone walls, on the volcanic plains of 
Victoria. Thus the narrative of my landscape is also the narrative of my existence.  
 
The challenge of finding visual equivalents for our experience of nature is one that 
necessitates an awareness of some of the subjective factors that influence our 
perceptions of place. I have watched many artists approach this dilemma and observed 
that each person finds answers in their own way.  Ernst Gombrich observed the way a 
group of Chinese artists responded to the challenge, developing schemata to suit their 
own experience: 
...the artist will be attracted by motifs which can be rendered in his 
idiom. As he scans the landscape, the sights which can be matched 
successfully with the schemata he has learned to handle will leap 
forward as the centre of attention. The style, like the medium, 
creates a mental set which makes the artist look for certain aspects 
in the scene around him that he can render. Painting is an activity, 
                                                 
 1 M.T. Foster and S.K.Williams,' Megalithic Sites Re examined as Spatial Systems', 
James A Swan, 1993, The Power of Place, Gateway Books, Bath, p. 120. 
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and the artist will therefore tend to see what he can paint rather 
than paint what he sees.  2
 
This process of interpreting a site and manifesting a result occupies the mimetic space 
where these kinds of decisions are made. The symbolic realm of the artwork then 
becomes the testing ground for artist-viewer communication. The first part of this paper 
dealt with the theoretical background of the mimetic process, placing mimesis in a 
context which articulates its function as a place where transformation takes place. In 
this second part of my dissertation I will examine some of the factors that influence an 
interpretation of a site through the example of my own work and at the same time add a 
further dimension to the exhibition of paintings, drawings, photographs, and sculpture 
that comprise the visual thesis. A study of the relationship between the physiological 
and psychological influences that affect an individual's interpretation of a location, 
combined with an awareness of the cultural implications of these, extends my study of 
the reflective and mediative influences on artistic response. The mimetic space 
occupied by these processes rests between the stimulus evoked by the particular site 
and the material produced in the studio. 
 
A sense of place has been important to humans since the beginnings of history.  Earlier 
cultures identified with particular sites that were considered significant, from the 
womb-like caves of Lascaux and Altimira to sacred groves adjacent to villages 
throughout the world. Even today, spiritually significant  sites, such as Mount Sinai and 
Mount Fuji, which represent the concept of the sacred mountain to many, continue to 
draw pilgrims from near and far. Currently, the native title claims of our Australian 
Aboriginal people demonstrate that particular sites still hold significance for indigenous 
peoples even within the development of a global world where individual cultures are 
becoming less defined. Artists throughout the world have responded to these sites in 
various ways. These responses can take the form of symbolic images which convey the 
traditional values of the culture or reflect the belief systems of an individual artist. 
 
This relationship between land and identity is integral and its influence permeates the 
inheritance of all social groups. Each culture forms its own myths and legends which 
both establish and confirm the links of the inhabitants with their environment. Through 
this means, vital themes, essential to the survival of the species are passed from one 
generation to another, facilitating the transmission of knowledge and wisdom gained 
from centuries of familiarity with a particular locale. Concepts relating to our 
                                                 
2 Ernst Gombrich, 1993, 5th edn, Art and Illusion, A Study in the Psychology of 
Pictorial Representation, Phaidon, London, p. 73. 
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experience of the land are acquired in this way even today, where our perceptions of 
place, space and landscape continue to construct the framework through which we 
experience what is essentially a geographical site. The educational bias of institutions 
within a society have the potential to stimulate many interpretations that reflect the 
philosophical, spiritual and psychological concerns of the culture in each period of 
history.  This is exemplified in the development of the pictorial idea of landscape and 
its application to our perceptions of a sense of place in the Western world. 
 
With the dominance of European culture in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the 
notion of landscape became a widespread concept that changed the way an 
environment was evaluated. The term originally entered the English language as 
landskip, derived from the Dutch, and landschap, from the German root, landschaft, 
referring to a unit of human occupation. The vogue for Dutch landskips, which began in 
the realist ethos of the seventeenth century, ushered in an era where the term landscape 
came to represent an artifact of nature; an inventory of pictorial components presenting 
an idealised view of a world in harmony with its maker, which reminds us of the poetry 
of the Classical Greek poets and the paintings of Giorgione, mentioned in Chapter 1 
(fig.1). As a result, the art and architecture of the period was heavily influenced by 
these ideals and the aesthetically evaluative system that followed still pervades popular 
culture today. This is seen in landscape gardening and tourist destinations as well as in 
decorative art. The writer, Malcolm Andrews discusses the way that memory and the 
association of picturesque ideals can influence a tourist's perception of place. 
At the heart of Picturesque tourism is a set of paradoxes... Firstly, 
the tourist wants to discover Nature untouched by man; and yet, 
when he finds it, he cannot resist the impulse, if only in the 
imagination, to 'improve' it. 3
 
This way of interpreting nature accentuated moves away from the practices of animistic 
societies where the world revolved around the specific plant and animal forms that 
surrounded them, to the creation of a constructed environment where the forms of 
nature were tailored to suit a human centred ideal. Within this context, concern with 
nature is not the fundamental concept by which judgements are made, this idealistic 
vocabulary of landscape which so interpenetrates our culture precludes the likelihood of 
a clear view of nature and its vital role in our future.  
 
                                                 
3 Malcolm Andrews, 1990, The Search for the Picturesque, Landscape Aesthetics and 
Tourism in Britain, 1760 - 1800,  Scolar Press, Aldershot, p. 3. 
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Today, many contemporary artists find this prescriptive approach offensive and aim to 
move beyond these inherited ideals; past the dominant ego of the artist, seeking to find 
less disruptive ways of representing nature, where a more equal relationship between 
mankind and nature can be presented. These artists are attempting to reach back to 
more meaningful links with nature, where the subjective existence of myths and legends 
associated with the physical aspects of a place accentuate its function as the locus of 
spiritual inquiry and remind us of our inseparable biological and spiritual bonds with 
the land.    
 
The British artist Andy Goldsworthy works with the materials of nature, moulding 
shapes and forms from natural stone, leaves, sand and feathers, discovering in a very 
direct and immediate way layers of meaning that he symbolises in his works. 
Goldsworthy is not concerned about the durability or archival quality of his works, 
instead, he prefers to concentrate on philosophical questions that are generated from 
observation of the interaction between the power of nature and its transience. He prefers 
to work with a single location, to get to know it really well, drawing his inspiration 
from its particular qualities and constructing works that articulate the changing 
relationships between people and places: 
My strongest work now is so rooted in place that it cannot be 
separated from where it is made - the work is the place.  
Atmosphere and feeling now direct me more than the picking up 
of a leaf, stick, stone... I am no longer content simply to make 
objects; instead of placing works upon a stone, I am drawn to the 
stone itself. I want to explore the space within and around the 
stone through a touch that is a brief moment in its life. A long 
resting stone is not an object in the landscape but a deeply 
ingrained witness to time and a focus of energy for its 
surroundings. 4
   
Place as the site of psychological and spiritual curiosity was evident in the work of the 
New Zealand painter, Colin McCahon, who painted landscapes steeped in the dilemma 
of doubt that he wrestled with throughout his life. McCahon used his beloved 
environment as the place for contemplation, a stage against which to pose the 
monumental questions of meaning and identity. McCahon describes his involvement 
with the land: 
I saw something logical, orderly and beautiful belonging to the 
land but not yet to its people. Not yet understood or 
                                                 
4 Andy Goldsworthy, 1994, Stone, Harry N. Abrams Inc., New York, p. 6. 
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communicated, not even really invented. My work has largely 
been to communicate this vision, and to invent the way we see it.5
 
Although place was essential to McCahon's perspective, his reference to the physical 
properties of the landscape is fleeting. His friend and biographer, Gordon H. Brown 
comments on  McCahon's response to place in his work: 
It is, however the implications of each cliff top situation that are 
important, not the location itself.6
 
McCahon projected his anxieties about the treatment of the land adjacent to his home 
on to the literal terrain of the cliff top, drawing attention to his experience of the place. 
In her catalogue essay for the exhibition, Rosalie Gascoigne, Colin McCahon, Sense of 
Place, at Melbourne University's Ian Potter Gallery in 1990, Ann Kirker writes that 
McCahon:  
...tunes our senses to the particularities of a certain place and the 
profound philosophical questions which it engenders. 7
 
In her article for The Art Bulletin of Victoria in 1990, the artist Bea Maddock used this 
quote from the writer Barry Lopez to illustrate her response to place : 
...it is precisely what is 'invisible' in the land that makes what is 
merely empty space to one person a 'place' to another. The feeling 
that the particular place is suffused with memories, the specific 
focus of sacred and profane stories and that the whole landscape is 
a congeries of special places, is what is meant by a sense of the 
land.8
 
Andy Goldsworthy aligns his sculptured forms with the essential elements of a site in 
the same way that a painter works to capture an image that evokes a particular 
experience on canvas. He has constructed cairns of stone on many sites, including 
several around a site in central Australia, these constructions mark significant aspects of 
the terrain in which they are built, relating more to philosophical issues involved with 
                                                 
5 Ewen McDonald, 'Roadworks', Louise Pether, ed., 1990, Rosalie Gascoigne, Colin 
McCahon, Sense of Place, Ivan Dougherty Gallery, University of New South Wales, p. 
49.  
6 Gordon H. Brown, 1993, Colin McCahon: Artist, Reed Books, Auckland, p. 166. 
7 Ann Kirker,' Art That Calls Us Into Relationship: A Way of Interpreting McCahon 
and Gascoigne', Louise Pether ed., 1990, Rosalie Gascoigne, Colin McCahon, Sense of 
Place, Ivan Dougherty Gallery, University of New South Wales, p. 17. 
8 Quoted in Bea Maddock, 'The Makings of a Trilogy', in The Art Bulletin of Victoria, 
1990, No. 31, pp.44-45. 
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our relationship to nature, rather than to topography and the descriptive project (figs 13 
& 14). For example, the large cairn he built at Illinios in 1992 was constructed to record 
the levels of silt that remain after the seasonal tides of a nearby watercourse, leaving a 
lasting tribute to the vagaries of nature. 9
 
[IMAGE REMOVED : Fig.13:  Andy Goldsworthy, Orange Stones gathered for the 
setting sun Mount Victor Station, South Australia July, 1991] 
 
[IMAGE REMOVED :  Fig.14:  Andy Goldsworth, Field and gravel-pit boulders piled 
up…, 1992] 
 
The cairn is a traditional form of construction that was used by early cultures to mark 
sites of significance. Along the western coast of Scotland, near the small village of 
Kilmartin, this form of monument was used to mark ancient grave sites. The Nether 
Largie cairns were constructed at intervals over a distance of five kilometres and 
constructed over a period of some thousands of years. These cairns ranged in size from 
a small mound to several metres high and still stand as a testament to this culture's use 
of stone as a significant and distinctive symbol.  
 
Farmers in volcanic regions throughout the world still use this means of construction as 
a convenient way to store excess stone and clear fertile land for grazing. Stones piled up 
in this manner can be seen throughout the stony regions of Western Victoria near where 
I live, allowing introduced stock a freedom of movement that would not be possible on 
the natural rocky terrain. 
 
My series of paintings and drawings based around this theme focus on these forms as 
markers and signify the presence of the hand of mankind on the natural terrain. My 
memory and experience of these forms as ancient monuments constructed close to my 
maternal family origins in Scotland gives them a meaning beyond their immediate 
presence here in Victoria. In my 1995 graphite drawing Cairn Monuments (Plate 1) the 
forms move backward in both time and space, implying a historical source represented 
by the retreating forms and at the same time, acknowledging the artifice of the drawing 
technique which contrasts the flat surface of the image with the recessive movement of 
the cairns. 
 
The network of dry stone walls which contributes to the distinctive nature of the 
landscape in the volcanic plains of Western Victoria have their origins in the practical 
                                                 
9 Andy Goldsworthy, 1994, Op. Cit., p. 1. 
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function they perform as well as transforming unfamiliar into familiar territory for the 
settlers. These rural constructions which define property and the topographical 
undulations of the land in the region, were also a means of utilising large quantities of 
volcanic stone which covered the fertile plains of the region. Before the migrants left 
their home in England, conditions of land use in England had gradually changed from a 
common use of land to a point where private ownership had excluded many people 
from access to land.  
  
Evidence of the enclosure of land dates back as far as the thirteenth century, early 
methods of enclosure favoured an agreement between the parties concerned and the 
amount of land enclosed remained stable; it is estimated that in the fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries approximately 21 per cent of England was enclosed.  Later 
developments came to favour passing an Act of Parliament which, encouraged by the 
landed classes who held positions of authority, eventually increased the amount of land 
enclosed to the point where by 1874, the period when settlers were migrating to the 
Australian colonies, only 264,000 acres of common - field in England remained 
unclaimed.10  
 
[IMAGE REMOVED : Plate 1 : Cairn Monuments, 1995] 
 
In the Australian colonies the practice of enclosing the land in this way was resumed, 
and with the passing of the Land Acts of 1862, the settlers were able to fence the land in 
a more permanent fashion than had been possible prior to this point. Wallers, or 
cowans, were imported from England to construct the walls and settlers were willing to 
pay well for a good craftsman. 
The stone walls created boundaries between public and 
private land, subdivided properties, separated sheep from 
cattle, stock from crops and enclosed and protected the early 
homesteads and gardens. 11  
 
The legacy that this has provided for the generations that have followed evokes an 
atmosphere of tradition and psychological links to the English countryside that speaks 
of the Anglo-Celtic origins of the settlers, rather than the usual characteristics of an 
Australian landscape. The use of stone structures to obtain shelter continues a long 
tradition here in Victoria, the aboriginal people of this district made use of the 
                                                 
10 W. T. Selley, 1957, England in the Eighteenth Century, A. and C. Black Ltd, 
London, p.206. 
11 Josie Black and Andrew Miller, 1995, If These Walls Could Talk, Corangamite Arts 
Council Inc., Terang p. 16. 
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abundance of volcanic stone to build semi-circular shelters, fish traps and stone 
cairns.12 In the far western regions of the state, stone house sites were discovered at 
Lake Condah, where an extensive system of weirs and channels had also been built, 
guiding fish and eels toward the traps.13 However, in these practices, stone was used to 
obtain food and shelter rather than to claim and restrict territory. 
 
The land here is dominated by a series of volcanic points of eruption which have over 
thousands of years spilled their contents over the surrounding landscape. The shapes 
that have endured are worn by the wind and rain into rugged and smooth shapes that 
maintain a vigil over a landscape that, compared with the inland areas of this ancient 
continent, are relatively young. The loose scoria from these sites makes up the material 
of the stone walls. The patterns made by the walls as they follow the undulating 
structures of the volcanic plain weaving in, out and over are also very seductive to a 
painter, such as myself, interested in describing shapes and shadows of forms as they 
define the land. The lines of the walls mark out concave, convex and angular shapes, 
constructing a web of dividing lines that lie on the surface of the land in a manner that 
proclaims their  presence and enhances a sense of place.   
 
The spirit of place, or Genius Loci, is a theme to which many artists have responded. At 
the beginning of this chapter I used a quote from an article by M.T. Foster and S.K. 
Williams, in which reference is made to the synthesis of relationships between elements 
that comprise a sense of place. Where the '...psychological and physiological, tangible 
and intangible systems unite to form a synergistic whole...'. This experience of place, 
described earlier by contemporary artists: Goldsworthy, McCahon and Maddock is the 
impetus for the creation of a series of works that are my response to this terrain, located 
on the volcanic plains of Victoria. 
 
Within mimesis, the initial experience is reformed or reconfigured to extend and inform 
the viewers perception, the role of artists as filters, transforming their experiences of 
the place to present new insights, fulfils this brief. The narrative of my work begins 
with a statement relating to an awareness of place but also acknowledges the mediation 
that is inherent to the experience of the artist in executing the work. This line of 
thought begins with the painting installation Genius Loci  (Plate 2) This work consists 
of nine panels which form three triptychs.  These comprise a series of - three diamond 
shaped canvases each with a supporting 'pedestal' form, dominated by geometric shapes 
and strong lines, making up the three major components of the installation.  The 
                                                 
12 Ibid, p. 16. 
13 Jan Critchett, 1990, A Distant Field of Murder, Western District Frontiers 1834 - 
1848, Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, p. 59. 
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canvases depict the top of a dry stone wall, its form softened by mist. When the 
canvases are installed each stone wall links with the others in a continuous line from 
one painted image to another.  
 
The function of the grid in this work is similar to that utilised by Piet Mondrian in the 
painting : Composition in a Lozenge 1925 (fig.15). In this painting, Mondrian was able 
to imply an openness and scale that extended out beyond the edges of the picture plane, 
a compositional technique that presents a window on reality, in contrast to the 
Renaissance perspective where everything is seen from a single viewpoint. Here, space 
spreads outward, causing a shallow displacement of the picture plane that is consistent 
with a modernist approach to form. Rudolf Arnheim has pointed out the lack of 
stability that resulted when Mondrian turned his paintings 45o. To correct this, 
Mondrian's tactic was to move his  'gravitational coordinates' to the inside of the image 
providing an internal skeleton to correct the sense of equilibrium: 
Like the body of an invertebrate, the picture is supported by an 
armature. 14  
 
[IMAGE REMOVED : Plate 2 : Genius Loci Installation, 1995] 
 
[IMAGE REMOVED : Fig. 15 : Piet Mondrian, Composition in a Lozenge, 1995] 
 
 
My intention in Genius Loci was to present the concept of a continuous and expanding, 
stable form, moving the spatial axis of the composition beyond the physical boundaries 
of the image. The separated panels represent an intervention by the artist and my 
intention was to draw correspondences between this disruption of the image and the 
marks of intervention that the walls comprise on the original terrain. Whilst the form of 
presentation used in this work could represent an imposition of the modernist grid and 
as such, performs a distancing effect, it can also be seen as equivalent to the projection 
of complex systems of belief and philosophical theories onto the chosen place. This 
practice also questions the role of framing, of the content and context of what is framed 
and the power structures it implies. This question of frames is at the heart of much post-
structuralist analysis, where the essentialism implied by structuralist thought is 
challenged and revealed as flawed.  
 
                                                 
14 Rudolf Arnheim, 1988, The Power of the Centre, a Study of Composition in the 
Visual Arts, University of California Press, Berkeley, p. 66. 
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In presenting the notion of a spirit of place I was aware that I also needed to go beyond  
self-reference and autonomy, combining an analysis of form with a primeval belief in 
myth and ritual relating to sacred places and practices, using the three dimensional 
forms of the rocks and mist to construct a space that could be identified with the 
viewer's experience of the 'real' world. 
  
This discussion returns to the question of finding suitable forms within representation to 
present concepts. Michel Foucault's examination of the systems which underpin the 
way we experience visual phenomena, discussed previously in Part 1, Chapter 2, 
articulates the manner in which the cultural codes which inform our perception of the 
culture influence a reading of its artifacts. The nineteenth century European concept of 
landscape is a good example of this. In the process of interpreting a particular site, an 
awareness of the potential use of these established codes of recognition allows the artist 
to refer to subjective experiences, facilitating the communication of ideas or insights 
relevant to each place. Ewen McDonald contributes to the discussion of these factors 
with his concluding remarks in this essay for the Rosalie Gascoigne, Colin McCahon, 
Sense of Place  exhibition: 
...this desert, this empty space before the picture is about re-
engaging the viewer with points of origin in the world... The 
works of Gascoigne and McCahon do not operate simply as 
graphic or iconic signs, their significance is their broader social 
code and because already formed in us is a codified system of 
expectations which allows us to enter into the semantic world of 
the artist, it can be that representations of natural experience can 
seem more 'true' than 'real' experience. In the wider system of 
signs these works can come to speak to and for us: they are the 
means by which we can confront ourselves, like mirrors, and they 
are gates for going through. 15  
 
 
 
 
                                                 
15  Ewen McDonald, 'Roadworks', Louise Pether ed., 1990, Rosalie Gascoigne, Colin 
McCahon, Sense of Place, Ivan Dougherty Gallery, University of New South Wales, p. 
52. 
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Chapter 5: 
Landscape as Reflection: 
 
The narrative that is at the core of our national identity tells of the journeys of 
Europeans from the Old World to new and undiscovered lands. These explorers brought 
with them a collective self-conception that Leo Marx describes as a 'shared mental 
map'1 through which the new world was perceived, mapped and claimed. When the 
British Royal Society sponsored expeditions to the South Pacific in the eighteenth 
century, their ships' crew included trained scientific observers; biologists, geologists 
and meteorologists. Accompanying these scientists were several professional artists, 
trained at the Royal Academy, who were needed to record a visual description and 
analysis of the flora, fauna and inhabitants of the new world. At the time of the 
establishment of the Royal Academy in 1768, landscape theory and practice was 
modelled on neo-classical ideals of European origin. In contrast to this, the attitude of 
the Royal Society to nature was based on empirical observation and scientific inquiry. 
Bernard Smith describes the contrasting philosophies  of the two groups in this extract :  
Nature, it was said, was to be rendered by the artist not with her 
imperfections clinging to her but in her perfect forms; what those 
perfect forms were the artist could only learn by a close study of 
the masterpieces of the ancients and their Renaissance disciples. 
The Royal Society, on the other hand, approached nature in a 
different way, appealing to travellers, virtuosi, and scientists to 
observe carefully, record accurately, and to experiment. 2  
   
The contrasting attitudes of these two groups illustrates the varied approaches to land 
and its potential that were emphasised by the transfer of one set of cultural values onto 
another. Eighteenth century art education was dominated by neo-classical theories as 
manifested in the paintings of Claude and Poussin. These ideals were enthusiastically 
pursued by tourists travelling about the English countryside seeking picturesque sites. 
Malcolm Andrews draws an analogy between the tourist's search for a picturesque view 
with the sport of hunting. Where the hunter pursued his prey with a gun, the tourist 
                                                 
1  Leo Marx, 'The American Ideology of Space', S. Wrede and W. H. Adams eds, 1991, 
Denatured Visions, Landscape and Culture in the Twentieth Century, The Museum of 
Modern Art, New York,  
p. 62. 
2 Bernard Smith, 1989, European Vision and the South Pacific, Oxford University 
Press, Melbourne, p.1. 
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prowled about with a Claude Glass, a convex mirror which traced its ancestry back to 
the Renaissance painters and to the camera obscura 3 and could be described as:  
...a plano-convex mirror of about four inches diameter on a black  
foil, and bound up like a pocket book. The convexity miniaturised 
the reflected landscape. Except in the foreground, details were 
largely lost, and something like a beau ideal emerged, freed from 
particularities and deformities. 4  
 
For the painter who subscribed to neo-classical ideals the Claude mirror assisted in the 
processes of generalising the landscape, one could observe the details of foreground 
objects, generalise distant views tinted with the golden glow of a sunset. 
'Paradoxically...the mirror delivers both a faithful realism and a stylised idealism.' 5
 
This pervading interest in a picturesque view held sway for many years, but with new 
discoveries in the colonies and stories of alien landscapes and exotic botanical 
specimens, circumstances began to change. The collection of material from voyages to 
the South Pacific and its presentation to the public on return from the expeditions, 
challenged the illusions associated with the pervading neo-classical ideals and created 
new interest in the wonders of nature. Although this change gradually infiltrated the 
poetry, theatre and beliefs of the population of England, the landscape ethos that was 
established in this period has persisted in many forms, framing perceptions of nature in 
unobtrusive ways up to the present. 
  
The influence of neo-classicism on the images produced by artists on exploratory 
journeys to the South Pacific was profound. Inevitably, the selection of material that 
they illustrated was influenced by their training and the prevailing philosophical trends 
of the time. Notions of what constitutes a cohesive and desirable image and the tastes 
and values of the perceived viewers affected the choice of landscape features and plant 
or animal materials depicted. Bernard Smith discusses these in his influential work, 
European Vision and the South Pacific. In the preface to this volume Smith describes 
the aims of this project, which provides:  
...a wealth of historical evidence that the perceptions of Europeans  
                                                 
3 Malcolm Andrews, 1990, The Search for the Picturesque, Scolar Press, Aldershot, p. 
67. 
4 Ibid, p. 68-9. 
5 Ibid, p. 69. 
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(as manifest in their artifacts) was culture-bound when confronted 
by the (for them) new world of the Pacific. 6  
 
His discussion centres around this transfer of perceptions and values from one country 
to another and uses the term European Vision to illustrate the belief that seeing is 
conditioned by knowing. Smith points out in the preface to the revised edition that this 
is not to be associated with the suggestion that the explorers could not see what was 
actually before them but that the difficulty was in finding new symbols, appropriate 
words and images to express their experiences.  
 
The pervading atmosphere of another world, another culture, is experienced travelling 
through this region of Victoria, where stony hillsides are divided by architectural forms 
transplanted from another landscape. My strongest impression of this region is of the 
Anglo-Celtic influence on the land. The imprint of mankind, represented by the dry 
stone walls which 'snake' up and down the undulations of the stony landscape is 
unmistakable in its impact. The land is subdivided and territory established, but the 
overwhelming impression of difference, of images of a transplanted world, with links to 
the home country of the immigrant settlers, is dominant. One theory is that although the 
settlers were performing a practical task, clearing the land for grazing and personal use 
for housing, they were in fact reconstructing a familiar environment in a foreign land. 
Josie Black comments on this aspect of the walls in her introductory comments in If 
These Walls Could Talk, a report on a project to restore the dry stone walls of this 
region. 
In many cases these settlers used the stone in an attempt to 
recreate the look and feel of another place, the one that they had 
left behind.  Hence for many descendants of these settlers and 
particularly of those who built the walls, and those of us who have 
origins in similar landscapes, there is, or appears to be some 
psychological or personal attachment to the walls. 7  
 
This notion of cultural influence can be extended to include the landscape of the region 
as a whole, where the original vegetation has been cleared and European animals graze 
on wide sweeping plains that could represent rural areas in many parts of the world.  
My response to this place is probably influenced by my own origins in Gippsland, a 
                                                 
6 Bernard Smith, 1989, European Vision and the South Pacific, Oxford University 
Press, Melbourne,  
p. vii. 
7 Josie Black and Andrew Miller, 1995, Op.Cit., p.15. 
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part of Victoria which, although it has also been radically changed by white settlement, 
has retained many trees and natural features of the original landscape of the region. 
  
The construction of the stone walls by the immigrants can be compared to the 
development of maturity in the new colony. The psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan's main 
contribution to debate was his formulation of the mirror stage, a theme he developed, 
relating to the moment when the infant surveys his own image in a mirror.8 After seeing 
his image and recognising it as such, the child gains a sense of autonomy and unity that 
it did not have before. The theme of integration in Lacan's study can be extended to the 
immigrant community; by recreating images from home a type of consolidation of the 
settlement is achieved.  The artist Gordon Bennett perceives the mirror stage of Lacan 
as the point at which Narcissus becomes intrigued by his own image, his recognition of 
identity is the moment when he becomes entrapped, infatuated by his own image. 
Bennett considers that issues of identity are central to the colonialist ideology and that 
the story of Narcissus is the principal Western myth through which it comes to terms 
with its own desire. 
 
Bennett's Aboriginal heritage is the basis for his interest in the mirror as a symbol or 
emblem for the gaze of the Other. He believes that it constitutes the symbolic means by 
which 'civilisation' rules, with the mirror becoming the medium through which the 
colonialists reinforced their own identity. The curator of Bennett's exhibition at the 
Canberra School of Art, Ian McLean, begins his essay with this quote from the Paul 
Carter article: Invisible Journeys Exploration and Photography in Australia 1839-1889. 
The strangest place in this looking glass world (of colonialist 
representations) is where we stand, looking into it but fail to see 
ourselves mirrored there, glimpsing instead the strangeness of our 
origins. 9  
 
This 'looking glass world' mentioned by McLean is re-created in Bennett's painting 
Painting for a New Republic (The Inland Sea)  1994 (fig.16). In this image the face in 
the mirror stares one-eyed, out through an interior landscape of the mind, where 
artifacts of colonial intrusion and patterns reminiscent of a Western desert painting are 
at once contrasted and held in balance. The exterior world behind the mirror presents us 
                                                 
8 Jacques Lacan, 1985, trans. A. Sheridan, Ecrits: A Selection, Tavistock Publications 
London, p.1. 
9 Paul Carter, 1988, 'Invisible Journeys, Exploration and Photography in Australia 
1839-1889', Island in the Stream, ed. Paul Floss, Pluto Press, Leichardt, p.60, quoted in 
Ian McLean, 1996,  Mirror, Mirror: The Narcissism of Coloniality, The Australian 
National University, Canberra, p. 3. 
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with an image of an ordered land where symbols of western culture are bathed in the 
golden light of reason. This painting presents us with an exploration of the relationship 
between interior and exterior worlds, similar to the moment of recognition experienced 
in the presence of a mirror. The two parts of Bennett's world, both aboriginal and 
European are reflected in this fractured interior landscape. They become symbols of a 
search for identity that includes an examination of Australian culture and its past, where 
the transformation facilitated by the mirror no longer merely reflects but simultaneously 
dislocates and mirrors our own colonial history. Ian McLean writes in his catalogue 
essay: 
Thus for Bennett the mirror has the potential to be a 
deconstructive space. This is not an original idea, the metaphor of 
the mirror having an impressive pedigree as the emblem of an 
imaginative undoing. If the mirror is where we inspect ourselves, 
the inspection is not a passive survey of the self, but a dynamic 
means to reconstruct and imagine ourselves differently. Before the 
mirror we make ourselves up. Hence the mirror is a metaphor for  
an  imaginary  liminal space  in which, as  Alice  discovered, 
anything is possible. Here the former boundaries and limits of 
things dissolve.10  
 
[IMAGE REMOVED : Fig.16 : Gordon Bennett, Painting for a New Republic (The 
Inland sea), 1994] 
 
The ambivalence of identity that this painting reveals, forms an analogy with the 
dominance of this land by European ideals and methods of land use. The people are 
trapped in Lacan's mirror phase where, unable to perceive their own identity they 
struggle to find meaning and truth in a changing world.  
 
The themes I was interested in exploring in this chapter concern the reflection that is 
manifested in these artifacts of colonial culture and the wide ranging influence of the 
European perspective and its result in the re-construction in the new land. My painting 
Link (Plate 3) makes a connection between the mists and stone walls of the Western 
plains and the inspiration for these walls in their origins in the northern hemisphere. 
The metaphor of mist as a symbol for the unconscious defines the contrasting notions 
of clarity and diffusion, this is represented in this image as the solid forms of the stone 
wall and the veiling of the mist. The rectangle that is superimposed over the centre of 
                                                 
10 Ian McLean, 1996, Mirror, Mirror: The Narcissism of Coloniality, The Australian 
National University, Canberra, p. 8. 
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the image, draws attention to the material of the stone, focussing attention on the wall; 
the motif that links this landscape with that of England; one the reflection of the other. 
The rectangle also exists as a viewfinder, making references to the ability of 
photography and film to focus in on a small part of an image and at the same time 
functions as a frame through which we observe; similar to the Claude glass that was 
used to frame readymade images for landscape artists and enthusiasts in the nineteenth 
century. Whilst this rectangle functions in the same way, it also acknowledges a more 
enlightened viewer, with a post-modern awareness of the history of the 'frame'. 
   
The photograph Other Echoes Inhabit the Garden (Plate 4) from my artist's book of 
photographic collages, is explicit in its message, the selective application of unnatural 
colour emphasises the black and white section of the wall, isolating it in such a way 
that it appears to exist in a different dimension from that of the coloured reflection and 
the glimpse of still evident pastoral ideals suggested by the patch of bright green grass, 
visible through a low section of the wall. 
 
[IMAGE REMOVED : Plate 3 : Link, 1995] 
 
[IMAGE REMOVED : Plate 4 : Other Echoes Inhabit the Garden, 1997] 
 
[IMAGE REMOVED : Plate 5 :  Footfalls Echo in the Memory, 1996-7] 
 
The drawing Footfalls Echo in the Memory  (Plate 5) is composed of two 
complimentary images, one reflecting the form of the other; the extreme contrast in one 
panel, representing the present, is juxtaposed with a larger more diffused image 
depicting a dim view of a distant world. The images are similar but not identical, 
reminiscent of memories of a country too far distant to visit, distinctively dividing one 
territory from another. The titles of these two works, refer to extracts from the T.S. 
Eliot poem: Burnt Norton. 
...Footfalls echo in the memory 
Down the passage which we did not take 
Towards the door we never opened 
Into the rose garden. My words echo 
Thus, in your mind 
But to what purpose 
Disturbing the dust on a bowl of rose leaves- 
I do not know 
Other echoes 
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Inhabit the garden. Shall we follow ? 11  
 
I interpreted this poem as a wistful contemplation of paths taken, as evoking memories 
and dreams of the past and speculations about future choices. These were aspects of the 
post-colonial situation which I believed relevant to my topic of a cultural projection of 
the values of last century. At present, directions for the future are open to debate, the 
damage — to both indigenous peoples and the land cannot be undone, but plans for the 
future can still be pointed in a more sustainable direction if some of these issues are 
confronted and a more holistic view of the situation achieved. 
 
In 1857 the colonial artist Eugen von Guerard painted The Basin Banks, about twenty 
miles south of Mount Elephant,  (fig.17) this work depicts a view of Lake Gnotuk near 
Camperdown in the Western district of Victoria; a crater lake I have spent some time 
drawing in the past, producing material for a previous series of paintings. 'Basin Banks' 
was the name of this lake at the time von Guerard was sketching in the region. His 
painting depicts Lake Gnotuk as a  circular form surrounded by forested slopes, 
although some clearing is evident in places. Today few native trees remain in this area. 
Several volcanic cones mark the distance, including the largest of these: Mount 
Elephant. Although the texts which accompanied these paintings recorded a detailed 
scientific observation of the features of a landscape, it was rare to find evidence of this 
in the works exhibited at the time.  
 
[IMAGE REMOVED : Fig. 17 : Eugen von Guerard, The Basin Banks, about twenty 
miles south of Mount Elephant, 1857] 
 
The neo-classical ideals persisted even into this period. Two paintings of Basin Banks 
were purchased by prominent local squatters, probably for the familiar view of the lake 
and its surrounds. Tim Bonyhady comments on von Guerard's European projections in 
this passage: 
        ...For von Guerard, the attraction of the Basin Banks 
probably lay at least partly in their associations with the famous 
volcanic lakes of central and southern Italy, including Lake 
Avernus, which he had sketched as a young man when living in 
Naples with his father in the 1830s, and which he subsequently 
painted in 1859. Lake Avernus had the distinction of having been 
                                                 
11 T. S. Eliot, 1970, The Complete Poems and Plays of T. S. Eliot, Faber and Faber Ltd., 
London, p.173. 
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painted by Claude and the motif of the circular lake had acquired 
many Italianate and classical overtones.12  
 
My painting Basin Banks (Plate 6) comprises a critique of von Guerard's painting and 
draws on associations with an implanted philosophy that follows from von Guerard's 
European projections in this painting of the site. I have used the motif of the dry stone 
wall, lifted out of the landscape of another world and placed it around the circular form 
of the crater lake form, echoing the composition of the von Guerard image. The 
reflection in the water is reduced to a long, dark shadow, referring to the impact of the 
long constructed forms and what they symbolise on the land forms of Australia, a long 
shadow cast over the topography of this region. Stone Gathering (fig. 18) from the Fold 
series by Andy Goldsworthy, was also an influence on this work, the circular forms of 
the walls he constructed in Cumbria are echoed in this painting. The shadow of the wall 
reflected in this image connects with the on-going discussion of mirrors and their 
potential for reflection, in this instance the edges of the wall and lake frame and contain 
the reflection. 
 
I have used mirrored glass to contribute to the sculptural content of this group of works. 
The mirrors allow me to refer to the properties of mirroring, reflection, speculation and 
the instability of perception. Mirrors present the dilemma of interpretation in material 
form. They pre-empt the possibility of a definable result, questioning the function of 
the framing and content of images. Artist and writer Ian Burn adds to this discussion 
with his exploration of the potential for mirrors to provoke questions of reflection and 
content: 
Both reflecting and framing, mirrors force a decision about how to 
position oneself as viewer — and how we position ourselves 
determines whether or not we are in (the frame of) the mirror. A 
mirror enables us to experience ourselves in a world of 
appearances...with the appearance of being a unified subject. 
Mirrors however produce reflections, not representations, thus 
pre-empting the possibility of pictorial interpretation.13  
 
[IMAGE REMOVED : Plate 6 : Basin Banks, 1997] 
 
[IMAGE REMOVED : Fig. 18 : Andy Goldsworthy, Stone gathering, 1995] 
                                                 
12 Tim Bonyhady, 1985, Images in Opposition, Australian Landscape Painting 1801-
1890, Oxford University Press, Melbourne, p. 92. 
13 Ian Burn, 1993, Looking at Seeing & Reading, Ivan Dougherty Gallery, The 
University of New South Wales, Sydney, p. 9. 
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My sculpture Processes of Historical Memory (Plate 7) discussed in Chapter 3, uses the 
medium of two mirrors facing each other to break open the flat surface of the mirror 
providing an image that recedes indefinitely on each side. The scoria stones reflected in 
the mirrors appear to stretch back, linear fashion into a receding past, imitating the way 
the stone walls move away from the viewer in reality. Here, the flat space of the picture 
plane is disrupted, questioning our ability to judge the relationship between the flat 
surface before us and the receding image. Ian Burn describes the practice of piercing 
the picture plane in this way: 
The deliberate puncturing ...of canvas or paper to allow the 
'actual' space to pass through the 'illusionistic space' literally 
propels the flat surface into a three-dimensional space. This 
mutilation exposes its vulnerability and de-privileges the picture 
plane, demoralising its value.14
 
The use of mirrors allows for an examination of space that challenges the modernist 
notion of the autonomy of the picture plane, suggesting further possibilities and 
relationships. In my earlier reference to this work I drew parallels between the 
recession  of the forms in the mirrors and the fading of an echo, which repeats itself 
until it is diminished by distance or time.   
 
My second sculpture, Narcissus' Dilemma (Plate 8) presents a platform clothed in 
fabric, contained within it is a box lined with mirrors - an inner sanctum; a symbolic 
pool. At the edges of the platform the black woollen fabric flows over and down to the 
floor, isolating the central focus of the 'pool'. In this exposed position Narcissus, 
represented by a single scoria stone, contemplates his fate. Whilst his reflection can be 
viewed from all angles, Narcissus can only see his beloved 'Other'; the object of his 
desire. Unaware of any distractions, the single image absorbs his attention to the 
exclusion of everything else. Like the stones that represent stock in Andy 
Goldsworthy's 'fold' piece, Stone Gathering (fig.18) the stone occupies and inhabits the 
space within the boundaries, forming a metaphor for the limitations of Narcissus' 
perception. The poet Rainer Maria Rilke compresses this experience into a few lines: 
Narcissus pined. The nearness of his being  
kept on evaporating from his beauty 
like scent of essenced heliotrope. But, seeing 
that just to see himself was all his duty...15  
                                                 
14 Ibid, p. 5. 
15 Rainer Maria Rilke, 1976, Rainer Maria Rilke: Poems 1906 to 1926, The Hogarth 
Press, London,  
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[IMAGE REMOVED : Plate 7 : Processes of  Historical Memory, 1996] 
 
[IMAGE REMOVED : Plate 8 : Narcissus Dilemma, 1997 
 
The history of landscape and the way various artists have dealt with its legacy 
inevitably influences an artist's response today. Modernism's break with past practices 
in the visual arts, has partially remedied this problem, but the potential for another 
prescriptive solution is present in an emphatic denial of the past without a clear 
perception of purpose. The move is one from the general — the prescriptive view of 
landscape principles — to the specific; the particular standpoint of an individual 
interpretation, where the interpretation of the chosen site can be more honestly 
translated than through the dictates and values of another world. 
                                                                                                                                              
p. 145. 
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Chapter 6 
The Hierarchy of Boundaries 
 
The boundaries of thought represented by cultural perceptions of land and its value 
have applied limits to the way we understand our environment. An understanding of 
these limits, of notional or conceptual boundaries, marks the post-modern world where 
we are made aware of the influence of bias in perceptions of history and influence. This 
finds an equivalent in the forms of the dry stone walls where cultural artifacts delineate 
the boundaries of land claimed in a colonial past. 
 
In his recent publication, Landscape and Memory, Simon Schama describes some of the 
metaphorical implications of enclosed spaces in the Renaissance when established 
boundaries between the sacred and the profane were challenged : 
The Christian monastery 'paradise garden' had been defined by its 
strong enclosing walls; the emblem both of Eden's prelapsarian 
self-sufficiency, and of the Virgin's immaculate conception: 
fertility without beasts or beastliness. Ann van Erp-Houtepan has 
traced the etymology of both yard and garden back to the Old 
English word for a wattle fence: geard. In the first instance the 
defense was against animals, but in medieval Europe the enclosed 
garden within an already walled and moated castle or manor 
became the most protected of places.1  
 
My painting Barrier (Plate 9) refers to the function of the wall as an impenetrable 
barrier between the world and the protected piece of land within. Compositionally, the 
space of this painting is filled with the wall, preventing any view of the world beyond, 
but also demonstrating an ability to protect the inhabitant from any potential harm. The 
superimposed 'map' denotes the four directions of north, south, east and west, implying 
the potential of the barrier to surround and enclose the space. 
 
Gaston Bachelard carried out an extensive study of the psychological implications of 
our perceptions of space. In The Poetics of Space  (1958), he examines the notion of the 
house or home as a symbolic equivalent for the self.  In this context, the enclosed space 
within the paddock or field can represent a similar metaphor: 
                                                 
1  Simon Schama, 1995, Landscape and Memory, Harper Collins, London, p. 534. 
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...we  must go beyond the problems of description — whether this 
description be objective or subjective, that is whether to give it 
facts or impressions — in order to attain to the primary virtues, 
those that reveal an attachment that is native in some way to the 
primary function of inhabiting. 2  
 
[IMAGE REMOVED : Plate 9: Barrier, 1995] 
 
Bachelard brings us back to the discussion of resemblance that permeates the first part 
of this exegesis. He speaks of going beyond the appearances of things, finding an 
attachment to the primary concerns of inhabiting in the same way that we search for 
meaning in superficial matters, seeking underlying themes that will add further insight 
to description. The mimetic themes of transformation and recreation come into play 
here, we move beyond the descriptive moment; of Platonic imitative potential, to the 
insight gained through an intellectual involvement with the experience. 
 
The enclosed space can represent safety and protection, but it can also have negative 
connotations, the individual can also find confinement stifling and claustrophobic. 
Bachelard elaborates on this theme: 
...all really inhabited space bears the essence of the notion of 
home. In the course of this work we shall see the imagination 
build "walls" of impalpable shadows, comfort itself with the 
illusion of protection - or, just the contrary, tremble behind thick 
walls, mistrust the staunchest ramparts. In short, in the most 
interminable of dialectics, the sheltered being gives perceptible 
limits to his shelter. 3   
 
Bachelard makes connections with the life of the imagination and the effect that this has 
on our perceptions of a place, when we move into a house for example we carry with us 
all the memories of other houses that we have lived in. It is not only the experience of 
the moment but also our entire past that inhabits the space. The moment is 
interpenetrated with daydreams that combine associations between memory or 
recollection and the immediate. It is through these processes that we attain cohesion and 
focus in our lives. 
 
                                                 
2 Gaston Bachelard, 1969, The Poetics of Space, Beacon Press, Boston, p. 4. 
3 Ibid, p. 5. 
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Jacques Derrida can make a contribution to this theme. In The Truth in Painting, 
published in 1978, he discusses notions of the frame, or parergon, where the conceptual 
'framing' which accompanies a statement influences its reception. Questioning the 
integrity of a work of art, Derrida argues that it is always polluted by the context of its 
framing (the parergon). He claims that nothing can exist in isolation and that the 
conditions in which the statement is made will inevitably change the meaning of the 
actual words, the intention of the statement or image will inevitably be penetrated by 
the discourses it tries to exclude.  A figure-ground relationship: 
...that's the whole story, to recognise and contain, like the 
surrounds of a work of art, or at most its outskirts: frame, title, 
signature, museum, archive, reproduction, discourse, market,  in 
short:  everywhere where one legislates on the right to painting by 
marking the limit, with a slash marking an opposition... which one 
would like to be indivisible... 4   
 
The post-structuralists challenged the autonomous systems imposed by the possible 
essentialism of the structuralist approach, they questioned the rules and regulations that 
determined the boundaries of each system, illuminating the associated assumptions and 
issues that accompany every communication. Although the frame of a work of art is 
thought to be external to each work, it provides the framework through which it is 
situated - in  both verbal and visual language this framework becomes a set of pre-
suppositions that 'frame' the presentation of the message.  
 
In the seventies, these framing mechanisms were further challenged in the visual arts. 
Artists presented frames as objects of containment, moving them out of galleries and 
into the landscape, linking with our knowledge of cultural metaphor and allegory to 
highlight relevant concerns. During this period there was a concerted effort amongst 
artists to break away from the institutional framework and power structures of the 
gallery scene. Works were sited outside the gallery walls, questioning the power 
structures implicit to the environment in which art was presented. 
 
Between 1972 and 1976 the American artist Christo Javacheff constructed his Running 
Fence (fig 19) in which the work of art functioned to reframe the landscape. This work 
ran twenty four and a half linear miles, passing through fifty nine properties and over 
various landforms, finally dropping into the Pacific ocean. Christo's fence comprised a 
curtain of thick woven nylon that, by its continuous shining form, delineated the 
                                                 
4 Jacques Derrida, 1989, trans. G. Bennington and I. McLeod, The Truth in Painting, 
The University of Chicago Press, Chicago and London, p.11. 
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topography of the land forming an abstract shape that defined both the boundaries of 
property and of the undulating landscape. This work served as a metaphor for the 
division and packaging of land, forming a symbolic marker which both defined and 
alluded to the frames of ownership, of access to property and to notions of communal 
pride in a manufactured landscape; the public consumption of the private prospect. The 
abstraction formed by the division of land into contained space is emphasised in this 
work, and the allegory is successful because of the cultural metaphors of containment 
and division that the work comprised. 
  
[IMAGE REMOVED : Fig. 19, Christo Javacheff, Running Fence, 1972-6] 
 
The Barrier painting depicted the theme of enclosure in the sense of a screen against 
which to measure freedom and safety. To carry the narrative further I have produced 
several works that are concerned with the notion of the fold.  A fold is an enclosure, 
usually used for agricultural purposes to keep animals safely confined, often to isolate 
the animal for breeding purposes. I saw these constructions in northern England during 
my visit a few years ago and was struck by the qualities of containment and safety they 
provided from the elements as well as from potential danger. Andy Goldsworthy has 
conducted a study of these agricultural forms and has arranged with landowners in his 
native Cumbria to construct a series of walls which take elements from the functional 
aspects of these forms and use them to intensify the feeling of protection, care and 
contemplation. His interest in the agricultural use of the walls as boundaries, marking 
routes and changes in the topography of the land. Goldsworthy states that his aim is to 
define the aesthetic of the practical. One of his enclosures in Northumberland, England, 
Stone Gathering  (fig.18) contains a group of randomly placed stones — representing 
animals in the enclosed space — drawing together the energy of both animals, stone, 
nearby birds and groups of natural features from the site. His work, Two Folds (fig. 20) 
executed in 1992 in Vassiviere France, was built from the remains of an old wall which 
had defined a field. Goldsworthy's response was to explore the boundaries between the 
lake and the wood, blending the boundaries of each with a wall that encloses and 
contrasts the two spaces. 5  
 
I have selected two works from my series on the 'fold' concept, the charcoal drawing, 
Enclosure (Plate 10) combines the themes of confinement of space, the notion of a 
horizon where the boundary is not defined, leaving the question of freedom hanging in 
the air, in a similar manner to the way that the three-dimensional form of the fence 
hangs on the horizon, contrasting with the two-dimensional ground beneath it. This 
                                                 
5 Andy Goldsworthy, c1994, Stone, Harry N. Abrams Inc., New York, pp. 106-7. 
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drawing illustrates the dilemma of artists including figurative material as part of their 
work, the reference to the stone wall is obvious, but its situation is not. The problem is 
that with any suggestions of the real, expectations relating to similarity and replication 
come into play. This is a similar process to that experienced by viewers of Velasquez's 
painting Las Meninas (fig.2). The expectation is of a cohesive scene in the nursery, but 
Velasquez confounds this assumption, putting himself into the picture frame and posing 
questions as to the function of representation. Although the solid black and white 
ground in Enclosure is flat and unyielding, it provides a canvas against which to 
contrast the action. 
 
[IMAGE REMOVED : Fig. 20 : Andy Goldsworthy, Two Folds, 1992] 
 
[IMAGE REMOVED : Plate 10 : Enclosure, 1997] 
 
Another drawing in this series Point of Entry (Plate 11) allows for a way through. The 
opening in the wall;  a gateway or gap between two points, implies that release is 
possible, there is a way out along with the way in. In this work, the contrasting use of 
figure - ground relationships in Plate 4 is repeated, but the enclosure has been elongated 
and opened up for entry. The title implies a passage which leads to a different 
experience of space, whether it is a physiological space or a psychological one,  
introducing the potential for new meaning. 
 
Colin McCahon's Gate  series, begun in 1961, is characterised by the use of large scale 
geometric shapes which McCahon identified with his immense fears for the future of 
the human race. McCahon saw the invention of the atomic bomb as a disastrous event 
which threatened the survival of humanity.  His use of large ominous forms in this 
series indicated his search for a way through, a public statement of protest against 
nuclear weapons, and at the same time, a tribute to the monumental impact of the work 
of Mondrian on twentieth century painting. McCahon perceived Mondrian as breaking 
through the three dimensional heritage of Renaissance painting, developing a system of 
overlapping planes which respected the flatness of the picture plane.  
All the various gates I opened and shut at this time... were painted 
with reference to problems the painter Mondrian had struggled 
with in his work and I had now to confront too. How to make 
painting beat like, and with, a human heart. 6  
 
                                                 
6 Colin McCahon, 1974, 'Islands 10' pp. 396-7, quoted in Alexa Johnston ed., 1988, 
Colin McCahon Gates and Journeys, Auckland City Art Gallery, Auckland, p. 78. 
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The Gate paintings indicate McCahon's awareness of the implications of allegory and 
metaphor. With his manipulation of the dark shapes across the compositional arena he 
searches for a way through that will lead to the light of infinity, seeking answers to  
monumental questions about the future and to the means through which he can 
articulate his dilemma.  Although McCahon greatly respected the work of Mondrian 
and the Cubists, he considered that there was the potential for other dimensions beyond 
the flatness of the picture plane. He believed that both physical and psychological space 
could be implied beyond the flat bed of the painting.  
He wanted his images to undulate in relation to the painting's 
surface, and to radiate out so that the so-called 'background' 
functioned like infinity, encompassing a painting as an active 
force so that the image could escape the limits of its outer edges. 
The concepts, which gave the Gate meaning, were seen as 
functioning on a cosmic scale wherein the destiny of humanity 
was at stake. 8  
  
[IMAGE REMOVED : Plate 11 : Point of Entry, 1997] 
 
The 1972 painting, Light Falling Through a Dark Landscape (fig. 21) an early work 
from the Necessary Protection  series, which followed the Gate works exemplifies this 
theme. The 'light' which 'falls' through the dark shapes implies the potential for hope 
and the beginning of optimism for the future. This image links with my drawing Point 
of Entry  (Plate 11) where escape is possible. In this image the metaphorical barrier that 
defines and surrounds the enclosed space can be penetrated and the liminal space that 
marks the threshold of new perspectives and new discoveries is revealed. 
 
The contrast of this approach to images with the historical view of landscape painting 
principles allows the artist to define intention in a more responsible manner than by the 
use of formulae and the associated baggage that accompanies these principles. Derrida's 
point about the influence of associated material that 'frames' the presentation of an 
event or experience is made manifest in this paradigm. This is consistent with my study 
of the subjectivity that occupies the mimetic space and influences an interpretation of 
place. As part of my response to the landscape of this region, these works are concerned 
with perceptions of enclosure, containment and an awareness of the function of 
boundaries in our conceptual and practical orientation to the world. 
 
                                                 
8 Gordon H. Brown, 1993, Colin McCahon: Artist,  Reed Books, Auckland, p.124. 
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[IMAGE REMOVED : Fig. 21 : Colin McCahon, Light Falling Through a Dark 
Landscape, 1972] 
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Chapter 7 
The Symbol 
 
This exploration of stone walls as agents of enclosure, symbols of ownership and of 
mankind's impact on nature, expands the allegorical element in my study. The 
autonomous systems of the structuralists, where a given human activity had been 
viewed as governed by distinct, formal principles within a closed system of rules of 
behaviour or judgements, exemplify the potential for conceptual boundaries which 
restrict our perceptions of the world. The challenge of the post-structuralist position 
which seeks to question the certainty of these boundaries and the framing of the context 
within which they operate, can be seen as equivalent to Colin McCahon's search for a 
way through the dark forms of his anxiety.  
 
The latin term for a door is a limen, a threshold. The concept of liminal space is one 
which has traditionally been used in the visual arts to convey the sense of a threshold, 
where the doorway frames an opening that invites speculation about what lies beyond 
it. Paintings in which doorways lead the eye of the viewer through to penetrate the 
space of the picture frame function as channels for the gaze and at the same time, evoke 
an awareness of the 'framing' that is integral to the artistic process. Claude Gandelman 
explains the theme of liminality and its function as a symbolic threshold for rites of 
passage, or the transformation from one phase of life to another, discussing the theories 
of the founder of French ethnologist, Arnold Van Gennep, who was the first person to 
define this concept.  
Not only are doors signs of the communication process between 
the art object and the spectator; they are also autoreferent — that 
is they point in the direction of actual doors within society itself. 
They are signs of their own symbolic functioning on the 
anthropological level. They are limina. In Van Gennep's 
terminology, liminality is the middle term in the trilogical 
structure of rites of passage: separation / liminality / aggregation. 
Passage, for Van Gennep, means an actual movement over a 
threshold as well as a symbolic entering by a person into a new 
phase of life. Passage as liminality occurs physically when we 
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enter a sanctified space, as in crossing the threshold of an actual 
temple or church — or even an art  museum.1  
 
The movement through the rows of columns in cathedrals and other sacred buildings 
performs the same role, the worshippers progressively move from one mental state into 
another, more meditative state, as they pass through the liminal space framed by the 
columns. The character that stands at the rear of Velasque's Las Meninas (fig.2) is 
poised in the doorway in a state of transition, about to leave this scene for another. We 
are not sure whether he is about to ascend the stairs and leave, or whether he is hesitant 
to enter a room that is occupied by the Royal family. Gandelman points out that this 
doorway does not merely frame a figure, it also echoes the shape of the picture frame, 
through which we view the scene of the young Royals and the implied frame of a large 
mirror which could have been used by the artist to reflect the scene in the room: 
It also echoes, repeats, the frame of the represented mirror which 
retains the glances of the king and queen as though frozen in 
crystal. And this mirror itself echoes another mirror: an invisible 
but huge looking glass that must have stood confronting the whole 
scene, without which the meninas could not have been painted.2  
 
 
The figures in Las Meninas are frozen in the liminal realm, between the gaze of the 
painter and that of the observer. The analysis of this work in my earlier chapters is now 
extended to include an awareness of the liminal situation and its implications for the 
analogy of the gaze of the artist in the construction of this work. 
 
Gandleman's inclusion of the museum or gallery, as a liminal space refers to the 
process of moving through the actual doors of the building to view the objects 
displayed in the  gallery frames or glass cases. These objects are also removed from the 
immediacy of the present, suspended in time and space from the everyday world. 
Today, doors in paintings are an extension of the liminal structure that contains them — 
the gallery or museum. The side view of my sculpture Processes of Historical Memory 
(Plate 7) presents a view of the line of scoria stones as objects in a glass case. Reflected 
in the mirror beneath them and removed from their naturally occurring environment, 
they take on other roles, making other connections than they would have done before 
this separation. 
                                                 
1 Claude Gandleman, 1991, Reading Pictures, Viewing Texts, Indiana University Press, 
Bloomington,  
pp. 48-9. 
2 Claude Gandleman, 1991, Ibid, p. 51. 
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My 1995 painting Prelude (Plate 12) presents this concept of liminal space, contrasting 
it to the permeability of the stone wall. The opening in the wall comprises the antithesis 
of the solid and unyielding barrier presented by the wall, presenting the possibility of 
an alternative to the enclosure and permanence of the stone construction. The dark 
presence of the wall changes as it moves toward a light, illuminated field, revealing the 
rugged texture of each of the walls which surround and frame the distant landscape. 
The title of the work refers to the preliminary stage in the process of discovery, 
pointing to moves beyond the immediate presence of the wall. This painting was made 
early in the series of works that comprise this aspect of my study and as such is 
appropriately placed to suggest further possibilities and solutions. The mimetic process 
is also manifested in the metaphor presented by this work, where the artist moves 
through various stages in finding forms that are equivalent to their experience of the 
place, moving through into a symbolic realm in which  the experience of the viewer is 
enhanced and extended. 
 
[IMAGE REMOVED : Plate 12 : Prelude, 1995] 
 
Ernst Gombrich writes of the function of analogy describing the role of a broomstick 
with a crudely carved head in representing a horse to its owner. There is no question of 
it being a real horse, the cultural understanding of the wooden toy is that its role is to 
equal a living horse only in the sense that it can be ridden. The horse itself is not 
analogical but the role it assumes is.3 The horse becomes a symbol which carries the 
analogy of riding.  
 
A symbolic element is present in all art that is exposed to a psychological 
interpretation. The presence of the stone walls and their function as the markers of 
circumscribed space, can be perceived as symbolising aspects of the human situation 
and related philosophical perspectives. Christo's Running Fence is a good example of 
this (fig. 20). The continuous form accentuates elements associated with landscape and 
its consumption, whilst presenting art beyond the restrictions of the gallery walls. The 
double role of this symbol is revealed in photographs of the work.  For two weeks after 
its construction it dominated the landscape in which it was built, highlighting the 
topography; symbolising the possession and division of land whilst simultaneously, 
presenting an artwork that can only exist outside the walls of the institutional structures  
that dominate the American art world. The work raises questions about the production 
                                                 
3 Ernst Gombrich, 1963, Meditations on a Hobby Horse and Other Essays on the 
Theory of Art, Phaidon Press, New York, p.1. 
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of commodities for sale as artworks and of framing — what is framed, the landscape or 
the fence itself? Can the image of the fence function without the landscape to frame it 
and does the existence of the fence enhance the landscape? All of these aspects of the 
representation of ideas are symbolised in Christo's fence. This potent symbol came into 
being after many years of planning and negotiation, the production of the actual work 
began the stage of a process that continues in the photographic images of the fence. 
 
My painting Threshold (Plate 13) presents a strip of bright light visible beyond the gap 
in the wall. In this work, a vertical panel of brilliant light divides the space of the 
picture plane from top to bottom, fills the frame formed by the gap in the wall and 
provides a focal point that draws our attention through the barriers of the side walls 
towards a potential freedom. The symbolic associations with enclosure, restricted 
freedom and the potential for new worlds beyond those that are visible to us, is 
manifested in this work. The contrast of the deep space implied by the strip of light and 
the dark, shallow space of the picture plane continues the theme of ambiguous space 
consistent with the compositional pattern of earlier works in this series. The threshold 
is the site of translation, a place where transformation takes place, forming a metaphor 
for the mimetic process which results in the translation of material from one form to 
another. 
 
[IMAGE REMOVED : Plate 13 : Threshold, 1996-7] 
 
The development of Cubism earlier this century, meant that the aims of depiction were 
questioned in ways that were unprecedented in the history of art. The invention of 
collage, as part of this movement, caused an intersection of several systems of 
representation where the function and use of illusionistic space was challenged and new 
solutions found. The notion of the picture plane as a field of signification, where non-
illusionistic space was activated by a diagrammatic rather than descriptive line, moved 
the emphasis from description to symbolic means where the flat surface becomes an 
end in itself. In the sixties, Clement Greenberg proposed that modern art should be 
framed by the progressive removal of influence from all other art forms assuring the 
purity of its form.4 These propositions were rejected by many artists who saw the 
potential for signs from the literary world to contribute to the visual arts through their 
capacity as codes to convey meaning. McCahon rejected Mondrian's complete 
reduction of the image to a series of horizontal and vertical lines, seeking instead an art 
                                                 
4 Clement Greenberg, 'Modernist Painting', in The New Art,  1973, Gregory Battock ed., 
Dutton, p. 68,  mentioned in Interpreting Contemporary Art, 1991, Stephen Bann and 
William Allen eds, Reaktion Books, London, p. 39. 
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that would express aspects of the human condition in ways that would involve the 
viewer beyond the autonomy of the flat picture plane. 
 
The final paintings in this series represent a combination of these factors. In Precinct 
(Plate 14) the walls that divide and circumscribe the space of the land form patterns 
which define their meaning and function. Linear shapes formed by these constructions 
following the contours of the land, continue beyond the boundaries of our vision. The 
layers of transparent glaze can be seen to symbolise the multiple perceptions of land 
that we project upon it. In this work, the primary colours used in this sequence become 
more evident where changes in topography are indicated. The cultural metaphor  
implied by the notion of precinct  is derived from ancient links with the physical 
survival and preservation of the species, where a barrier against attack was essential. 
J.E.Cirlot describes the precinct as a representing an enclosure, a walled garden, a city, 
even a patio, as corresponding to the notion of a contained unit of space that has 
profound meaning for the individual and the community.  
...correspond to ...a sacred or circumscribed space which is 
guarded and defended because it constitutes a spiritual entity. 
Such images as this may also symbolise the life of the individual 
and in particular the inner life of his thoughts. 5  
 
[IMAGE REMOVED : Plate 14 : Precinct, 1997] 
 
The metaphorical implications of the walls as protective barriers, where our spiritual 
life can be preserved and nourished, reinforce the notion of the transfer of the symbolic 
values of one culture or from one land to another. An awareness of these factors allows 
for a reconsideration of these values in the context of the present world where all land 
is potentially accessible and notions of property may need to be reconsidered in terms 
of indigenous claims for the restoration of tribal lands.  With these cultures, spiritual 
value lay within the land itself, not in annexing sections of it for individual need. 
 
The companion to Precinct  is the painting Passage ( Plate 15 ) where the opening in 
the walls formed by a gateway penetrates the boundary that surrounds the annexed 
land, providing an avenue for freedom, release from constraint and potential for the 
exploration of new frontiers of thought. The passage implied by the opening forms a 
parallel to the penetration of the picture plane that occurs within the mirrors of my 
sculpture, Processes of Historical Memory  (Plate 7) and links with the concept of 
                                                 
5 J.E.Cirlot, 1971, A Dictionary Of Symbols, Routledge and Kegan Paul, London, p. 
263. 
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liminal space, suggesting the possibility of further discoveries beyond the frame of the 
wall. The thin glazes around the opening in the walls highlight the hope that McCahon 
was concerned with in his Gate  series (see fig.21) where a metaphoric equivalent to a 
release from the threat to world peace was sought.  As with the door and the mirror the 
gateway through the walls performs the role of facilitating a transition between one 
place and another, one state of mind and another. 
 
In these works, my intention was to find the symbolic means to present my experience 
of the landscape of this region in a succinct, but painterly fashion and simultaneously to 
draw attention to factors which still affect the way we relate to the finite land of which 
we humans are an integral part. My intention was to evoke what Gaston Bachelard 
described as the 'primary experience of inhabiting',6 seeking underlying themes which 
indicate the primary experience relating to the site, moving beyond the descriptive 
moment, allowing us to reconsider our relationship with the land. The paintings gain 
strength through the use of the distinct symbol of the fence or wall, which I have used 
to express my concerns about attitudes to landscape and property, concepts that are, in 
turn, communicated through the medium of paint, canvas and charcoal.  
 
[IMAGE REMOVED : Plate 15 : Passage, 1997] 
 
The final work in this series is represented by a large charcoal drawing Counterpoise 
(Plate 16) the walls in this image turn in on themselves, reflecting each other in an 
encounter that suggests closure, containment and the finality of the project. They meet 
in a stable suspended form which suggests the role of a bystander, a witness to the open 
space that stretches to infinity. The symbol thus realised reflects a movement from the 
more descriptive mode of the earlier works, to a single motif that represents a 
transformation of my response to a particular place and the themes it engenders, to the 
creation of an implied world where containment and space are held in balance. The 
matt black surface of the charcoal ground allows for a reading that is consistent with 
the notion of the land as a ground on which we project our values and ideals, broken 
only by the horizon; which can provide access to the unknown. 
 
[IMAGE REMOVED : Plate 16 : Counterpoise, 1997] 
                                                 
6 Gaston Bachelard, 1969, The Poetics of Space, Beacon Press, Boston, p. 4. 
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Chapter 8  
Closure 
 
A great calm hears me, where I hope. The voice of the wells 
changes and speaks of the night; in the holy shade I hear the silver 
herb grow, and the treacherous moon raises its mirror deep into 
the secrets of the extinguished fountain.1  
 
As Narcissus peers into the water to recapture his own image, so we can use the mirror 
to review the past; reflection can go beyond passive surveillance to the point where we 
are able to reconstruct and imagine ourselves differently. In this instance, the mirror 
can become a symbolic gateway for revelation, marking the threshold of knowledge 
and illumination. The cycle of Narcissus becomes complete when the narrative turns to  
review its processes. Ian McLean's comments on the function of the mirror, mentioned 
in Ch. 5, apply here: 
Before the mirror we make ourselves up. Hence the mirror is a 
metaphor for an imaginary liminal space in which, as Alice 
discovered, anything is possible...2  
 
Initially the reflection in the mirror yields only the immediate view, but on further 
examination, the marks and scratches become evident and we are aware of the surface 
of the mirror, through which we perceive the reflection and assimilate its meaning. The 
mirror acts as a mediating force that emphasises the contrasts and similarities of 
projection and reality and their role in the symbolic presentation of meaning. 
 
In the early stages of this project my intention was to examine the artistic interpretation 
of a particular site and to articulate this process through the production of my own 
work. This became an evolving narrative that has unfolded one step at a time. In the 
beginning, I was curious about the theoretical influences, examining the way other 
people have observed and provided insight into creative interpretation. As a painter I 
was particularly interested in the way the original idea is mediated by the materials that 
would be used to make the work and was intent on examining the influence of these 
and other forms of mediation, that would affect the translation of subjective material to 
                                                 
1 Paul Valery, 'Narcisse Parle', in Herbert Marcuse, 1972, Eros and Civilisation,  
Sphere Books, London,  
p. 126. 
2 Ian McLean, 1996, Mirror Mirror: The Narcissism of Coloniality: Gordon Bennett, 
The Australian National University, Canberra, p. 8.   
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the final production of the object. At this stage however, the whole plan of research was 
not entirely clear, the objectives were outlined but the conclusions, consistent with 
research in other fields, was still to be determined. 
    
In an interview in 1990, the German sculptor and performance artist Joseph Beuys was 
questioned about the amount of planning he did in the early stages of his work. His 
comment was that it was not possible to foresee exactly how the work would proceed, 
he could only prepare his 'tools' and take it from there. If he knew exactly what he was 
going to do it would be simpler to speak about his theories and leave it at that. 
I know a lot before I start an action. I know a lot about the 
necessity of the general idea of sculpture, but I don't know about 
the process in which the action will run. When the action runs, my 
preparation works, because I am prepared to do a thing without 
knowing where it goes... If I had a clear concept of solving the 
problem, I would then speak about the concept and it wouldn't be 
necessary to make an action. 3  
 
Initially, I intended to indicate the move from the imitative practices usually ascribed to 
mimesis, to the realm of the symbolic, where allegory and metaphor become the means 
by which the experience is communicated. My research into mimesis however, 
revealed the development of new perspectives on the concept that suited my purpose in 
discussing artistic interpretation. Developing the idea of mimesis as process has 
allowed me to articulate the influence of subjective factors in making art, translating 
my response to a place. 
 
This project has heightened my appreciation of the mimetic process of translation and 
of the 'relay' that Gilles Deleuze described, where the dialogue moves back and forth 
between the theory and the practice, neither one able to continue without the other. The 
studio practice cannot be seen as merely an outcome of theory; or a means of 
illustrating the idea or consequence of the research and in return, the theory cannot be 
seen as merely a description of the studio work. The theoretical research expanded in 
the studio, where the search for methods and means of representation contributed to the 
complexity of my task. I have used various materials to present my findings in the same 
way that a variety of words, phrases and linguistic structures are used to present and 
articulate the process in the exegesis.   
 
                                                 
3 Russell Ferguson, William Olander, Marcia Tucker and Karen Fiss eds, 1990, 
Discourses : Conversations in Post-modern Art and Culture, The New Museum of 
Contemporary Art and M.I.T. Press, New York, p. 187. 
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The task of finding correlations between the real place I selected to study and its 
reflection in a series of art works requires an understanding of the mediating influence 
of subjective factors that can direct the interpretation of the chosen site. The studio 
work and the theoretical work proceeded with an alternating focus moving from one 
medium to another and the insight gained at each step of the way contributed to the 
next stage of the process.  
 
The images draw together some of the factors that affect my own integration with the 
landscape of my region. I needed to come to terms with the binding nature of the 
assumptions of our predecessors in terms of claiming land and of their assertion of 
territorial rights to more than the physical acreage they occupied — to the status and 
independence of the inhabitants. I live only a few kilometres from some of the 
remaining aboriginal owned land in this state and am constantly reminded of the 
imbalances of power and ownership of land around me. The development of this series, 
where images of the stone walls have been used to represent the 'transplanted' influence 
of colonial settlement has accentuated my knowledge of this period in Australian 
history and particularly, the history of this region. I have also presented the walls as 
metaphorical barriers which form boundaries around the free use of concepts restricting 
them to a prescriptive application, where interpretation is confined to following a set of 
predetermined principles. 
 
The web of structures that the stone walls comprise, stretches across the Western 
district plain, marking out the boundaries of properties. In some places the land is so 
rugged as to be uneconomical for farming and the stones rest almost where they fell. 
Over these areas the volcanic points of eruption, represented by a series of 'Mounts', 
bearing European names, form centres that remain untouched by the effects of 
agriculture and the introduction of European ways. The rocky core of each of these 
centres sits quietly dormant amongst the weaving lines of the stone walls, waiting its 
turn to exert its primal energy, the ultimate source of the materials of life, in its own 
time. On the surface of things the walls are beautiful, rugged forms that stake out the 
land in a permanent tribute to the craftsmanship of the wallers. I have used their forms, 
metaphorically and for my own ends, to make my own statements relating to the 
symbolic possession of land, the way it was acquired in the recent past and to 
accentuate the influence of rigid boundaries on our thoughts and ideas. Although it 
could be argued that I have used the landscape as the vehicle for these concepts in the 
same way that colonial artists projected their perceptions of an ideal world on the 
Australian terrain, I bring to this practice the intention of articulating and accentuating 
the process of projection itself. 
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It is out of this process, the slow and sometimes painful 
development of some kind of relationship to place, an 
understanding of which might ultimately settle on being a kind of 
peace, that the material for art making comes. This is work about 
process and relationship, based on learning to live in landscape 
and place, which might make little actual reference to landscape, 
but imply it through expression of this process. 4   
 
The paintings are grouped in short series. The function of the walls as barriers and the 
means of defining open and closed spaces is emphasised in the early works of 1995, I 
also wished to accentuate the similarity of the images of wall and mist to those of 
another world. The 1997 series concentrates on the walls as elements of division; of the 
shapes they form moving over the land and their position as reflections of another 
landscape. The 1996-7 charcoal drawings link these groups, exploring the context of 
the British landscape tradition and stone as a universal storage system which holds the 
history of the world. The later drawings move from a single point perspective to three 
dimensional images on the flat ground of the land in the way that the imposition of 
colonial culture dominated the earlier inhabitants.  
  
Over the three years of this study, my images have evolved from the reflection of an 
immediate response to a chosen site, to the point where the symbolic qualities of the 
images began to predominate. The compositional arrangements of reflection, enclosure 
and barriers to freedom; the division of space and sweeping lines emphasise the artifice 
that reveals their material origins in canvas and paint, charcoal and paper. 
 
On a symbolic or metaphorical level, the works in this series represent themes of 
boundaries that can be transgressed and barriers that can be lifted, but we do need to be 
aware of their existence. The deconstruction of texts previously thought to be based on 
fundamental principles has taught us that assumptions of authority within our culture 
are frequently based on uncertain ground. The central theme of these principles does 
not stand up to close examination in terms of our present values of equality and 
knowledge of cultural conditioning. Plato's conception of mimesis is a good example of 
this. Mimesis as a kind of counterfeit; where the chief function of the artist is to 
produce an imitation of the appearance of the object, proves to be an unrealistic goal 
that pollutes the original meaning of the term changing it from a form of expression to a 
pale image of the original. 
                                                 
4 Geoff Levitus, 1995, 'Living with the Land', Artlink,  Autumn 1995, Vol. 15, No.1, p. 
22. 
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The transition from a culture based on myth and ritual to Plato's knowledge-based 
culture where science and philosophy were the main forms of authority reflects a 
movement from creation to imitation. A return to the ancient view of mimesis, 
advocated by Benjamin and Gadamer, prepares the ground for the development of a 
more meaningful relationship to the environment that is essential to our survival on this 
planet.  
 
In this post-colonial, post-modern age, historical events and perspectives of the past 
have been questioned and deconstructed and we are aware that race, gender, and 
nationality are largely social constructions, so the potential is there for an evaluation of 
our own position regarding the amount of individual responsibility that we have toward 
the future. The Japanese symbol for crisis contains signs for both danger and 
opportunity. The acceptance of the possibility of a crisis in our attitudes to land could 
be seen as a turning point where the potential for new meanings will be realised.  
 
The way that we perceive our responsibility to the planet depends on the role we 
imagine we have played in its overall plan. If we recognise the part we have played in 
dominating the land and its people; the assertions and assumptions of superiority over 
others and the predominance of attitudes to land as commodity, we can begin the new 
age of responsibility that will follow. I believe that the potential is there for artists of all 
media to communicate their fears and concerns for the land in ways that relate to the 
present state of our culture; to articulate the difference between the ideals of last 
century and the formation of a realistic, integrated and meaningful relationship with the 
environment that will forecast new beginnings. 
If there is a contemporary issue to engage with for landscape 
artists, this must be it, this process of developing a relationship, 
(with the land) perhaps a sustained failure, a low level antagonism 
or an uneasy peace. It is as difficult and complex as any other 
issue, as it ultimately speaks of the human condition. 5  
 
                                                 
5 Ibid, p. 22. 
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